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ABSTRACT
	
  
Fights	
  and	
  Fancies:	
  The	
  Search	
  for	
  Australian	
  Magical	
  Realism	
  attempts	
  to	
  answer	
  
the	
   question:	
   Can	
   magical	
   realism	
   successfully	
   translate	
   into	
   the	
   Australian	
  
experience?	
  
	
  
To	
  respond	
  to	
  this	
  question,	
  I	
  have	
  written	
  a	
  collection	
  of	
  nine	
  short	
  stories,	
  titled	
  
The	
   Town	
   Time	
   Forgot.	
   Although	
   its	
   approach	
   to	
   the	
   genre	
   is	
   somewhat	
  
unconventional,	
   this	
   50,000	
   word	
   creative	
   work	
   demonstrates	
   that	
   magical	
  
realism	
   can	
   be	
   a	
   valid	
   and	
   successful	
   way	
   to	
   present	
   the	
   Australian	
   story	
   and	
  
landscape.	
  The	
  collection	
  is	
  set	
  in	
  the	
  fictional	
  central	
  Queensland	
  town	
  of	
  Marvale	
  
(based	
   on	
   Mackay),	
   where	
   the	
   past	
   has	
   a	
   habit	
   of	
   showing	
   up	
   uninvited	
   and	
  
strange	
   happenings	
   have	
   become	
   part	
   of	
   the	
   fabric	
   of	
   reality.	
   The	
   characters	
   are	
  
caught	
   between	
   the	
   grungy	
   suburban,	
   rural	
   and	
   industrial	
   landscapes	
   of	
   reality	
  
and	
  the	
  magical	
  touches	
  of	
  the	
  town’s	
  collective	
  narrative.	
  To	
  varying	
  degrees,	
  the	
  
presence	
  of	
  the	
  mining	
  industry	
  as	
  a	
  colonising	
  influence	
  on	
  the	
  town	
  permeates	
  
all	
   the	
   characters’	
   stories	
   as	
   they	
   try	
   to	
   reconcile	
   the	
   gulf	
   between	
   wealth	
   and	
  
wanting.	
  	
  
	
  
The	
  second	
  element	
  of	
  this	
  submission	
  is	
  a	
  5000-‐word	
  exegetical	
  component	
  that	
  
contextualises	
   the	
   collection	
   of	
   short	
   stories.	
   In	
   its	
   interrogation	
   of	
   the	
   relevant	
  
academic	
  and	
  creative	
  literature,	
  the	
  exegesis	
  also	
  attempts	
  to	
  prove	
  the	
  legitimacy	
  
of	
   Australian	
   magical	
   realism	
   as	
   a	
   postcolonial	
   and	
   cross-‐cultural	
   discourse.	
   The	
  
work	
   integrates	
   analysis	
   of	
   several	
   key	
   pieces	
   of	
   Australian	
   magical	
   realist	
  
literature	
  (Peter	
  Carey’s	
  Illywhacker,	
  Richard	
  Flanagan’s	
  Gould’s	
  Book	
  of	
  Fish,	
  Tim	
  
Winton’s	
   Cloudstreet	
   and	
   Glenda	
   Guest’s	
   Siddon	
   Rock)	
   as	
   well	
   as	
   international	
  
examples	
  of	
  the	
  genre,	
  and	
  academic	
  literature.	
  It	
  acknowledges	
  the	
  valid	
  concerns	
  
of	
  those	
  who	
  suggest	
  Western	
  writers’	
  adoption	
  of	
  the	
  genre	
  undermines	
  the	
  core	
  
subversive	
   impact	
   of	
   magical	
   realism.	
   However,	
   the	
   thesis	
   concludes	
   that	
   magical
realism’s goal of challenging the dominant culture, ideology, narrative and history is
better furthered through dialogue with multiple perspectives rather than divisions of
‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ claim on the genre.
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A collection of short stories
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The Town Time Forgot
No one could remember how it happened. Or when. That was the point.
I suppose you could say that it started with the packets of oats – because you
couldn’t buy oats without someone to stack them before the supermarket doors opened
at eight. Or maybe it began with the dark hole in the ground they pulled all that coal out
of. It might have started with the Earth’s tedious journey round and round the sun – or
before that, with the sun’s journey round and round the Earth. But all that was
irrelevant, now. Because without time, words like before and after, between and
beyond, order and era, past and future, even the present… all that just disappeared.
It was hard to sleep when the midday sun was so fierce, it cracked the roof with its
warping glare. Or when your body wanted to work, or worry or pee, or when you were
surrounded by cheap, impersonal furniture, so far from the people you loved. Or when
the early shift came home mid-afternoon, clattering out of their boots and calling across
the camp to see if you wanna beer? When all your clothes were crammed in a blue
duffel bag. When the crows pecked on the fucking roof again – every fucking afternoon.
It was just hard to sleep.
So Whitey lay there and stared at the ceiling, cursing nightshifts.
There was a reason nobody called a donga home and that’s because it wasn’t one. It
was four walls and a ceiling. Clean enough, nice enough even. They’ve come a long way
since they used’a make em out of shipping containers and refrigerated storage, they’d
told him the first time he was out west. They were fine. But not your home. Not even
yours, actually – just a place to stay during your two weeks on, to be surrendered to
someone else on your two weeks off. You could leave a few things in the cupboard if
you wanted but there was a good chance they weren’t going to be there when you got
back. And anyway, leaving stuff there meant admitting you were going to return – to
stare at the ceiling for another two weeks.
Next to your donga, if you were prepared to call it yours, was another, exactly like
it. With the same doona cover and the same heavy curtains and the same airconditioning unit, whose filter had to be cleaned of red dust every few days. And next to
that was another, and another, and another – a whole make-shift city of half-homes
plonked in the middle of the desert. If the camp needed more men (or women, as the
diversity training vigorously reminded everyone), the beast simply spat out more
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dongas, sprawling into another patch of desert. Thing was, you never could say what
direction it sprawled – where it began, or where it ended, or where it was going – it all
looked the same.
Whitey’s donga was standard issue: 6 x 2.7 x 2.4. Exactly big enough. Big enough
for the bed and the bag and the coathangers you never bothered to use and the blue
towels that were always folded neatly on the shelf when you arrived and the toothbrush
and the television and the Picture mags someone had left behind. Enough room to
spread out. Not enough to sleep.
But that didn’t matter now. The heat had started to relent – already? It can’t be
night already, Whitey thought as his body ached for rest. It was time to get up.
Whitey leaned against the wall of the shower and let the water scald him. He liked the
shower. You could close your eyes and cover your ears a bit and it sounded like rain.
Shit, rain, what he wouldn’t give for some rain. He took the cake of soap rubbed it
across his chest, under his arms, lathering for longer than he needed to. He looked at his
nails – a little black. Meant he’d been here three days. Eleven more to go. The first few
days of rotation you clean your nails every day, he’d explained to Janie the first time
she’d seen the black claws he’d come home with. Then you start to wonder why you’re
bothering when they’re only going to get dirty again. He took the cake of soap, rubbed
it across his chest, under his arms – had he already done that? He stared at the water
disappearing down the drain, red with dust and grey with coal residue.
The water began to run cold, so he shut off the tap and reached for the towel and
deodorised and pissed and put on his underpants and work-issue pants and reflective
shirt and work-issue socks and boots and left. Without really thinking about any of it.
Whitey slumped into a seat next to Al, Ray, Tony and Donkey. They were rough men –
grey collar, they liked to call it – tattoos and sun damage creeping out from under the
rolled-up reflective shirts. Except Ray. He was always clean-shaven and fresh smelling
and the boys never let him forget it.
How’d you sleep? Donk asked. When he’d first started, Whitey had made the
mistake of asking Donk how he’d got his name. They’d been in the crib room, on a
break, and the guy had unzipped his pants, pulled out the ‘oldfella’ and set it – dropped
it, really – on the counter, with an impressive Donk. You stay out west long enough,
you find out all kinds of things you wish you hadn’t.
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Pretty rough, Whitey said, picking at his nachos. Boys on B-shift woke me up when
they got in and I couldn’t get back to sleep.
Tonight the cafeteria special was Mexican – popular with workers, but not as
popular as fish and chip night. And nothing like steak and chip night. Men who had
been doing this longer than Whitey reckoned you used to be able to get steak and chips
any night, if you’d wanted. But since the company started thinking about workers’
wellbeing (‘Work Well, Live Well’ they’d called the initiative when they sent everyone
to compulsory half-day wellness training), someone had decided that a bloke (or a
woman) only needed deep-fried potatoes twice a week.
It didn’t much matter to Whitey. None of it tasted like Janie’s cooking.
It didn’t matter much to Ray either; he never ate the specials. He just had the same
menu meal – fish and salad, or sometimes chicken and salad, if he wanted a bit of
variety. Heard old Jimmy Page’s moving to day shift? Ray asked. His tone, like his
meals and his face, was pleasant and neutral.
The others looked up. Shift changes were news round here.
The Turner boy’s giving up his spot – taking a town job to be near his family. They
reckon Page’ll get the transfer.
Donk shrugged. Lucky bastard.
The conversation began to wane. It always did, after the first few days – when the
exhaustion began to really kick in.
Al chewed with his mouth open. Nachos are good tonight.
Whitey wished there weren’t so many beans. I guess, he shrugged. Weird. He
couldn’t remember what came after Mexican night. And without knowing what came
after Mexican night, it was hard to know how many shifts there were until he was back
home.
The shift you were on defined how tired you were. There were three shifts a day: ten
hours each, but two hours of that were getting in and out of the mine. Day shifts – six
‘til four – were the best, but you had to have been there a long time or be related to one
of the foremen to get one. The afternoon crew started at two and went through to
midnight. And then the night crew, poor bastards, were on ten pm ‘til eight the next day.
Of course, once you were underground, it made no difference. It was always night
there. And not just any night, it was really a child’s uneasy night. Whitey had tried to
describe it to Janie hundreds of times but he could never get the words quite right. It
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was a bit like being seven and getting up for the bathroom in the dark. If it was
anything, being underground was the cold heaviness of that second after you flicked off
the bathroom light knowing there was such a lot of ground to cover before you were
safely huddled under the protective shield of your robot doona.
Whitey took a deep breath of stale air and tried not to think about home. He
checked his watch to see how long until he could be in bed. 1am. 1am? Surely it was
later than that. He held the watch up to his ear. Nothing. He looked again. The second
hand was frozen.
He was fifteen stories underground – and with no watch, no sun, no sky, time had
all but ceased to exist.
As they trudged back to the camp after their shift, Al slapped Whitey on the back. How
about a beer then?
Whitey looked at the sun, not high in the sky but already hot enough to send sweat
down the back of your calves. It’s 8am, Al. They had this conversation every day.
Al smiled and shrugged. Not to me, it’s not.
Another dinner – steak, this time. Another sleepless day. Another shift. Wait, which
came first?
Teora hadn’t meant to get stuck out west, working what had euphemistically been
advertised as a “quiet, well-paid shift suiting night-owl.” But the penalty rates were
good and her boss treated her alright and besides, she’d never been to uni. What else
was there for her to do in this godforsaken town?
Graveyard shift wasn’t hard, as long as you remembered the rules. First, keep the
doors locked – 3am was no time to be making friends. Second, avoid melancholy music.
Stacking packets of toilet rolls was depressing enough without a soundtrack of teen
angst. And finally, never, ever watch the clock. Counting the seconds only drew
attention to the fact that they moved erratically late at night – or worse, not at all. If you
were desperate to know how long you had left, you were better off working it out by the
number of cereal boxes, or loaves of bread, or cans of hearty tomato soup you’d
dumped on the shelves. Teora reckoned she had two more shelves to go when the door
opened. Was it first service already?
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She sighed and climbed down the ladder, wiping dust off her hands on her jeans.
Whitey was waiting at the counter.
Just a packet of Winnie Blues, love. Was that a price sticker on the side of the girl’s
neck? What did it say?
Teora spun around to get the cigarettes and put them down in front of him. You
need a lighter?
Whitey was still staring at her neck. 4.99?
Teora repeated herself. Did you want to take a lighter too? They’re to help kids with
cancer.
Sorry love, sure, sure. A lighter. It’s just – he pointed at the sticker. You’ve got a,
whatdoyacallit…
Teora’s hand went to her neck and she peeled it off and looked at it.
You’ve got to be worth more than 4.99, Whitey smiled.
Teora’s shoulders slumped with exhaustion. You’d be surprised.
As Whitey left, he put the first cigarette to his lips and inhaled deeply. Running out
of smokes was a good thing – it meant he was at least a third of the way through his
rotation. Now, if only he could get some sleep.
Whitey sleep-walked into the cafeteria, preoccupied with the way the fluorescent light
bounced off the tiles. Someone behind him shoved, a reminder it was his turn. He
started, and stepped up to the counter. What’s the special?
Edith adjusted her hairnet and pointed at the sign behind her. Steak. And Chips.
Whitey smiled, ordered and waded through light to the table where the boys had
already started eating. Then it hit him.
But we had steak last night.
Al grinned. Good, eh?
No. It wasn’t good. It was all wrong. Whitey shook his head. But we only ever have
steak once a week.
Al spat out a piece of gristle, oblivious to Whitey’s worries. Union must’ve finally
done something about it. Bout time too. I’ve been telling that rep, Bruce Pangello – is
it? I was just saying the other day, they really have no right to be telling us what to eat.
Bad enough we’re out here in the desert and the dust without taking the steak and chips
away from us.
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It had been a rough shift, battling with a shuttle car that kept playing up. Behind the
goggles, Whitey’s eyes stung with dust and sleep deprivation.
Hey Whitey.
Whitey started as the foreman appeared in his peripheral vision. Jeez, you startled
me. Where’d you come from?
Same way as you, the foreman quipped, wondering if Whitey was always that red in
the eyes. Must be about time for another random drug test. Busy night all round, he
continued. Section two’s been having problems with their electrics too. When you due
for a break?
Whitey looked down at his watch – then realised he’d taken it off. That’s right. It’d
stopped. No idea – me watch is busted.
That’s okay. The foreman tried to hurry this up – he had another three blokes to get
to. What time was your break rostered for?
Whitey thought. That’s wired. Weird, I mean. I don’t remember.
The foreman scowled, pulled out a roster and scanned it.
Down here, Whitey murmured, it’s almost like time’s gone AWOL.
The foreman raised an eyebrow but marked Whitey down for a 3:30 break. I’ll send
Al down to relieve you.
Whitey started again. What? Al? Relieve me?
Your break. The foreman didn’t have time for this. It was getting ridiculous. At
3:30. Al’ll come down.
Whitey didn’t reply.
Have you had any sleep? The foreman was worried. Whitey was barely making
sense and the last thing he needed was another lost time injury, especially with health
and safety even more vigilant after that guy was crushed in Western Australia. He
mandated the next day off for rest.
But Whitey couldn’t sleep properly then, either. He just stared at the ceiling for
longer than usual. At one point, it was impossible to say when, he rolled over and
grabbed the watch off the nightstand. Staring through bleary eyes, he tried to make out
the numbers.
Fuck, ‘s busted, he muttered to himself, remembering it had stopped the other day.
Yesterday? He couldn’t remember.
Just as he was about to drop it onto the floor, he noticed something. The hands. The
minute hand. And the hour hand. And the second hand. They were all gone.
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He shook the watch, expecting to hear them rattle inside – that’s what they’d do if
they’d come loose somehow, he told himself. But there was nothing. Nothing at all.
Teora almost cried when she heard the doors open. She thought she had at least four
shelves to go before customers started to arrive. It was too early for the place to be open
again.
She cast aside the boxes of spices – What a stupid idea. Who’s going to buy spices
out here, where no-one has so much as a microwave in their little metal half-homes?
She moved to the counter. It took years.
Hi. She tried to smile. It didn’t feel right, though. Like the grin was too loose on
one side.
Hi. He smiled back, lopsided. It was that guy. From before. The sticker guy.
Winnie Blues, right? She turned to fetch them. Winfield. Blues. Where were they?
Oh, there. On the top.
She turned back and noticed the same glaze over Whitey’s eyes. Shifts, hey?
Whitey tried to reply, but couldn’t think of anything.
He smiled at her again – or into the distance, whichever was closer.
Then he saw it. The clock on the wall. The hands were missing. Whitey felt his
hands go clammy, and his eyes strained to correct themselves. It was a trick of the light,
it had to be. Those hands couldn’t be missing too, not on both clocks. It was crazy. He
was just tired. So tired. That was all.
Whitey tried to make his words work. Do you ever feel like out here – like time’s
playing tricks on you?
Time? Teora was too tired to self-censor. It gave up on this place years ago.
That was it. He couldn’t believe he’d never noticed before. On the way home, he
checked the clock in the car, but it had the same blank face. When he looked at the
clock on the cafeteria wall the hands had gone. Somewhere between the third day and
the fourteenth, it was impossible to say when, time had just stopped. Gone.
Disappeared.
Life could no longer be measured in hours and seconds and days. You had to
measure it in boxes of cigarettes. And the rawness of your eyes. The ache that told you
how long it had been since you’d seen the kids – and how long it’d be ‘til you saw them
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again. Whether it was chicken or fish, or steak and chips. How black your nails were.
How heavy your limbs felt.
They’d re-rostered time. Stretched and teased it. Buried it underground. And now, it
was gone altogether.
He wasn’t sure if he missed it. There was no hurry. No late. No causes or blame.
No history dragging you down. And if there were a future – something other than the
oats and rawness and warmth and ache and chicken and blackened nails and heavy
limbs – without time, it was hard to yearn for it. It was hard to know the difference.
Without time to guide him, Whitey clung to what he could. He endured four more
showers, a dust storm, six sandwiches, two apples, a couple of beers, some lasagna, a
busted air-conditioner, too many of Barry’s tasteless jokes, three – four? No, three –
phone calls from Janie and the kids, a trip to the camp laundry – Where were his socks?
Some bastard was always taking your socks – another steak night, refusing more beers –
Al, it’s 8am. Not to me. – and daytime TV if you could find the remote to De-clutter
Your Soul with Dr Phil who never seems to age it’s weird, no change to the Brazilshaped mark on the ceiling where Whitey’s eyes kept wandering every time he tried to
sleep, he tried to sleep, it’s light, too light to sleep, another packed – no, packet, sorry
luv, I meant packet – of Winnie Blues from the shore – store, from the store – a spider
in the shower he’d had to wash down the innsey winsey drain, the darkness of the earth
where it’s cool and still and another shave and the dirt under the nails, a fight in the rec
room, Mexican night. Fight. Fine.
An eternity of minutiae.
After all that, it was over for another fourteen days.
The road from the mine camp to Marvale was paved with blood. There were so many
black spots – that’s what the papers called them – places where too many miners in
shiny lease vehicles had wrapped their lives around trees. The government had been
forced to declare the whole road a national hazard and every few kilometres there was
another roadside memorial or a sign urging him to REST OR REST IN PEACE. But
Whitey couldn’t rest.
The company told workers to sleep at least six hours after their last shift before
driving home. Everyone knew that after two weeks on nights you could barely tell the
difference between one dream and another. But nobody ever listened. They just signed
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the waiver to say they knew the risks, and bought a large coffee to get them through the
six-CD car ride home, and got the hell out of there.
Whitey knew the risks and signed the waiver, even though Janie tried to talk him
out of driving straight back every time another miner’s car wreck made the front page.
She rationalised it by saying there was no point in hurrying, she’d be at work when he
got home – It’s not even like you see me right away hun, it’s crazy. But she had never
spent two weeks in the 6 x 2.7 x 2.4 donga staring at the ceiling, wishing you were
home.
Whitey checked the clock on the dash as the key turned in the ignition but he
already knew there’d be no time there. The clock was blank – no blinking neon digits.
Nothing.
Still, he felt air return to his lungs for the first time in a fortnight as he pulled away
from the camp, navigating through rows and rows of not-really-homes. He turned the air
conditioning to full and cursed the sun as he pulled into the last petrol station for hours
and stepped out of the car.
Al was fuelling up at the next – what did you call those things? At the pump. The
next one. Al waved at him. Whitey waved back. There was nothing to say. The numbers
ticked over, erratically, until finally the tank was full. Whitey summoned his energy:
replace the pump, turn, enter the station, snacks, for the drive, and caffeine.
Inside, the first thing he checked was the wall. There was a clock there, but it
wasn’t keeping time. It wasn’t keeping anything. There were no hands, no faded
numbers on its dial. It was just blank. Empty. Gone. Whitey blinked. Ached. Tried to
focus. The other drivers and families and truckies moved around him.
Coffee wasn’t enough to make sure he got home to Janie and the kids. He’d have to
have one of those ... things. Those frozen blue things kids drink. A slurpee. The sugar
kick would be enough to get him honed. Home. Shit. Even thinking was hard – he’d
better get a large one.
As he was watching the blue swirl fill the cup, he became aware of someone
watching him. He turned to see a little Aboriginal kid, all unruly curls and brown eyes.
He smiled at her. G’day. She hid behind her mother’s legs.
After he paid (Sorry sir, it’s actually $54. You’ve given me $24) he stumbled back
towards his car and caught his reflection in the automatic doors. He was haggard, raw.
His eyes were rough and his hands dirty. The coal he had stopped bothering to wash off
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clung to his shirt, his chin, the insides of his ears. No wonder the kid had hidden from
him.
Somehow, he made it back to the car, onto the road. Flying.
And then, there was nothing but hours and hours of asphalt, sweating and moving
under the sun’s glare and his tired gaze. It was wild country – sort of sad, too. The earth
was red, like it couldn’t forget the blood that had been spilt on it, and every now and
again the bloated body of a kangaroo or snake that had been busted up by someone’s
bull-bar sent a shiver through him. A fire had left the trees black and twisted; they
huddled together in eerie clusters, whispering to the wind. The sun scorched. It was
always so bloody hot out here.
It took an eternity, but it seemed to happen all at once. Finally, there was the
familiar green of the cane fields outside Marvale. And the smoke from the sugar mill.
Other cars – not just mining utes with reflective stripes – joined him on the road. Shops
appeared. There was the winding cool of the river, and beyond it the sea.
There were plenty of people who thought Marvale wasn’t much of a place to call
home, that it was too small or backward – a shithole trapped between two other coastal
shitholes, millions of miles from where things really happened. It was large enough for
the bureaucrats to call it a city but everyone knew it was a town at heart – a satellite
town that had tried to grow up too fast but still couldn’t keep pace with the mining
boom’s relentless demands. And now the roads were riddled with potholes and the
houses cost a mint and there weren’t enough girls to satisfy all the young men who’d
moved in on their two weeks off.
All this was true – or true enough. But as Whitey drove through the city gates, he
admired the coal-less colour of it all and smiled.
Ships in the night, Whitey thought as he turned into the driveway of his four-bedroom
brick house. He never used to know what that meant. He did now.
It meant arriving home – where there were things, his things, on the walls and in the
fridge and on the shelves – and the churning of metal and cogs as the garage door closed
onto silence. Absence.
It meant finding toast crumbs in the sink and a stray juice glass on the counter – or
one of the kids’ lunches accidentally left in the fridge in the hurry to get out the door.
There were toys scattered around the lounge, but no hands around them and nobody
laughing. His clothes hanging in the cupboard, strange and empty without his flesh in
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them and so strange to have things that weren’t reflector-patched and company issue
and so rough to touch. Leftovers he didn’t recognise in the fridge, because he wasn’t
there to eat them the first time. A dog barking up the street, in another world.
Dismembered street noise. A clock ticking. Tocking. The sound was clear, even. Whitey
smiled. A tap dripping – had it always dripped? He didn’t remember, doesn’t remember,
he’ll have to fix it, Janie can’t fix it and he will, later, soon, when he’s. Tired. When
he’s not so tired.
It meant the strangeness of trying to re-learn what the kids ate for breaky and the
rhythm of conversation, the up and down of the sun and when to sleep and sigh and
smile. The awkward pause before he touched Janie the first time and they re-introduced
their bodies. The taste of meals that didn’t come off a red, standard-issue tray.
Appointments. Fixing things up. Trips to and from school. All of that, to come, later. In
time.
But right now, it meant the faint scent of Janie’s perfume hanging in their bedroom
and just the slightest hint of her warmth in the bed she’d not long ago got out of. Like
ships in the night.
Except it’s not night, Whitey thought as he drifted off on a shop. Slip. Ship. On a
ship. On the bedside table the neon digits of the alarm clock swam in his blurred vision.
The digits changed, like they were supposed to, and Whitey slipped back into the other
dream. Home. I think it’s morning.
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The River Rat
On any night of the week, you’ll find them – the old barflies – lined up on rickety stools
in dingy establishments, sleeves slightly damp from spirits spilled on the counter.
Friday night is for amateur drinkers – to wash away the bitter aftertaste of a week
that was a little too long, or to celebrate the start of something better. Thursday is for the
hopeful – trying to drag the week’s end round a little faster. And Monday and
Wednesday belong to the hopeless – those with nothing else to do and nowhere else to
go.
But today was Tuesday. And, as anyone who has ever wrung stale beer out of
fading bar mats will tell you, Tuesdays are the worst. Tuesdays are for those whose
hearts are so heavy, a light head is the only way not to get dragged under.
I’ll take another rum.
The River Rat slid his last five across the bar and watched the amber liquid fall into
the glass.
You know, he told the barman. I got the sea in my veins.
I know. The barman slapped a few coins on the bar next to the glass – he knew
better than to get caught in a drunk’s tale of woe. It was there yesterday too. He turned
to serve someone else.
The River Rat stuffed the change in his frayed pocket, struggled to find his land
legs and wandered off, drink clasped tight in an unsteady hand.
You can tell a lot about someone by the kind of drink they order.
Vodka’s the quick and painless refuge of women who are starting to worry they’ve
been left on the shelf, while its bitter Aunt Gin is almost always washed down with
tears. Pre-mix spirits are for teen mums and mutton-stuffed-in-low-rise-jeans, while
their male equivalents – whatever-and-cola, in a can – drive young men in too-fast cars
into trees and telephone poles before their time. Men who drink Bourbon sit back
quietly and watch the world burn. Men who drink Tequila laugh mirthlessly as they
light the match. But here, more often than not and especially on Tuesdays, men drink
rum.
The River Rat stared at his glass. It’s funny. He didn’t laugh. It’d take a hard man
to turn sugar into something this unforgiving.
He wasn’t speaking to anyone in particular but Sucker overheard and laughed
anyway – his first mistake. He was drinking beer, a sign of nonchalance, or weakness,
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or both. He wasn’t a Tuesday night regular, but his poorly-ironed work shirt and the
pale band of flesh around his ring finger indicated he has reason enough to be there.
The River Rat dropped into a seat next to Sucker, who smiled a weak, watery smile
– his second mistake. In bars the wrong side of town, the wrong side of midnight, the
middle of the week, people take a smile as an invitation.
The small talk began. Jobs, the weather, last night’s game. This infernal heat.
When’s it bloody going to rain? And then, predictably, the conversation was hijacked
and the tall tales began.
You know, the River Rat leaned in and whispered, I got the sea in my veins.
Realising he’d been cornered – this bloke is crazy – Sucker looked around for an
escape, too late. He was tossing up between checking his watch and going to the men’s
but one of the beers – the sixth or the seventh? – had clouded his judgment and he
couldn’t decide. It was his final mistake. He was stuck now. The moment of opportunity
lost, he succumbed to his fate.
You think it’s crazy, but… The Rat looked around, then lowered his voice. I was
born with oceans in my veins. Cut me open, that’s what would slip out. Salt water.
The Rat offered a battered, tattoo-encrusted wrist for Sucker to inspect.
He nodded and smiled, weakly. What’s it like?
Rum spilled on the table as the Rat raised the glass to his lips, again.
Slike being lost at sea, all your life.
Sucker sighed. The silence echoed, so Rat filled it. Sbeen like this since I was a kid.
I almost didn’t make it outta Mum’s womb – she reckons I didn’t wanna leave the little
ocean she’d made me inside of her. Every time she’d put me down to sleep, I’d turn to
face the sea. Every bloody time, no-one understood it.
The Rat smirked. Gave the neighbours sum’n to talk about, but.
Sucker couldn’t help stealing another look at the Rat’s wrists. The faint flutter of a
pulse disturbed the anchor and seaweeds and – were they initials? – creeping up the arm
as the Rat took another sip. Strange place for tattoos.
Course, soon as I got old enough, I’d take off to the dunes. Mum only hadda turn
her back to peg out washin or check on the chooks and I’d be gone – way out past the
breakers, makin for the horizon. She’d scream and scream til I washed back inta shore
again.
Sucker nodded, caught somewhere uncomfortable between politeness and curiosity.
Did you ever see a doctor?
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The Rat laughed, rough and dry. Not really sum’n a doctor can fix, is it? Not sum’n
anyone wants ta know bout. I remember when the kids at school got wind – this boy
Thomas Ash was calling me a freak and I hit him. Whole school came to watch me lose
the fight with a smack to the face. Cept instead of losing blood, I just dripped salt water.
The two men stared at their glasses, empty but for foam and melting ice. Sucker’s
had a faint trace of lipstick on the rim, but he hadn’t noticed or didn’t care. The Rat
pulled himself out of bitter memories. Sure scared them kids.
Sucker felt a bit uneasy himself. This guy was nuts.
Think I’m nuts, doncha?
Sucker stuttered a response.
The Rat sighed. ’S okay. Maybe I am. The Rat looked into his rum and shrugged.
He swallowed the rest, and let it drown him.
The unfeeling light of dawn painted everything the same sepia. The river bank, roughedged with silhouettes of mangroves, and the river mouth, flat and distant as it reached
for the sea behind. The place smelled of salt and decay and distance; it was too lonely to
be considered beautiful, but too honest and raw to be ugly, either.
Lodged firmly in the sand between sea and land rested the rusting trawler the River
Rat had come to call home.
It wasn’t the advanced state of decay that made the boat-house seem sad – though it
had certainly seen better days. Salt and time and disappointment had corroded the metal
enough to let in the ocean breeze and the storm birds’ eerie wails. The radio mast
sagged in the middle. Most of the handrail has been destroyed and the remaining posts
slumped against each other, supporting a weathered piece of rope and a few limp shirts
and dresses, flapping in the breeze. The boat’s crumbling frame sank into the sand, 15
feet from the water.
No, it wasn’t the decay that made passersby look away. The feeble attempt to stop
it crumbling was what threatened to break their hearts. Paint peeled off the cabin walls
and a broom stood neatly by the door. Someone had arranged pot plants in blue and
white ice-cream containers, and the wilted stems made a brave attempt to flower in the
salty air. A second-hand welcome mat caught the sand in the doorway.
Around the house-boat, debris was all that remained of the community that used to
live there. The River Rats – as they were called in town – built their own shamble town
of old boat-houses around the skeleton of the old wharf, disused for decades. Rusted26

through cans, broken beer bottles, lonely old thongs that had long since lost their partner
and shards of plastic littered the ground: It was a long time since the tide came close
enough to collect the trash. The other rats went when the tides changed in Marvale –
when the mines brought in all that money and the talk of developing the riverbank into
luxury apartments and al fresco dining began. But Lenny had left his run too late, and
now the tide never came high enough to sail off like the others. He missed them. Missed
having them to share stories and fish and rum with.
Groggy half-light slipped into the cabin, illuminating twin beds pushed together to
make a double and clothes suspended on ropes and nails across the back wall. The River
Rat groaned. His eyes swam with the pain of the light. The smell of burning toast mixed
with salt air. Someone was making –
Shit. Lou.
The Rat struggled free of the sheets, pulled on a worn pair of shorts. He left the
room, emerging, wincing, into what passed for a kitchen. A battered wooden table, a
few crates for chairs. Crockery stacked in neat piles, carefully arranged so any chips
faced the wall.
Lou?
She continued cooking eggs on the portable butane stove.
Sorry bout last night, the Rat mumbled.
Foggy recollections stumbled through his brain. Staggering. Caught in his shoes.
Swearing. Rum-fuelled tirade about the state of the world and the fucking bastards in
power. Pity and self-loathing. Curses. And – Jesus, he didn’t cry did he?
Lou turned and shrugged.
Been a rough week, she conceded.
The letter lay on the table – they both spotted it at once, but Lou got there first. She
slipped it underneath a pile of papers. Out of sight, if not out of mind. Lou attempted a
smile. Cuppa?
She set a plate of toast and eggs in front of him, and a battered mug of tea, strong
and steaming hot. She watched him eat.
A corner of the letter was still visible and somehow it seemed to fill the kitchen and
its silences. The Rat tried to eat, but it was hard to swallow.
Guess this is it, hey? A piece of egg caught on his stubble. Lou watched it – it was
all she could see. 9am tomorrow.
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The egg was still there, wobbling horribly with every word he said. It teetered. He
swallowed some tea. It fell.
Luv?
Lou turned away. She was all angles and bones – too hard to be considered
beautiful. But if life had been different, she might have been. More silence. What was
there to say? The Rat sipped his tea. Mornings like this, there was more sugar in it than
usual.
Thanks, hey?
Lou didn’t know if he was talking about the tea, or the egg, or the life they’d lived
together, but whichever way, it was almost too much. She sniffled.
Hey, love, no tears. Don’t do that. Hey. His weathered arms were around her now,
the creases in his old cheeks soaking up her tears. C’mon, Lou. ’S okay. They can’t kick
us outta here, they can’t. Small kisses on her forehead. We can fix this.
Not for the first time, the Rat wondered if Lou wouldn’t have been better off
without him. Before he’d met her, he’d had the sea, and that was enough. At 15, he’d
given in to its salty seduction, dropped out of school and got a job on a trawler. It was
hard, rough work, with men as old and weathered and rusty as their vessels, but he had
the salt in his hair and for the first time he felt he could breathe.
He worked like a dog all day, ‘til the sun dried out his skin, hardened his hands. At
night, when the others slept, he would sneak back out onto the deck and listen to the
ocean’s whispers and roars. He loved her. She was the only thing restless and boundless
and warm and icy and constant and crazy enough to lure him back, over and over.
Nights at sea, when the crew yearned for the safety of dry land and security of warm
arms, he was happy.
Then he met Lou. She was hard and flinty, an unflinching pool player and the only
person who ever looked him straight in the eyes. And so he came home to her after each
stint at sea. She was jealous at first, of the ocean. She would weep every time he went
back to it, worry until he returned to shore. But somehow her tears always washed him
back to sea.
It was easier when she didn’t cry. It wasn’t that he didn’t care to see her sadness, or
that it was too much for him to bear. It wasn’t because he thought her tears weak, or
silly, or that he didn’t understand. It wasn’t that they stained her cheeks – though she
was prettier when her eyes were dry. It was just easier when she didn’t. Because when
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her tears were freed, the distance opened up between them. Lou didn’t have the sea in
her veins, but there were enough salt tears in her to understand his restless abandon.
So, over 30 years together, she learned not to cry, and he learned not to leave. His
whole life he had been caught like the tide between two moons.
There he was. Anchored on the edge of one lover, and at the heart of the other.
Lou stood, stony, at the water’s edge. By the time he’d covered the 15 foot distance
between them, she was struggling to keep it together.
How can they? How can they just tear it down?
The Rat put an arm around her waist, his chin on her hard shoulder. ’S not over yet.
I‘ll go see Turner again.
He kissed her hair.
We can fix this, love.
The door to the Legal Aid offices squeaked as the Rat pushed through it. Two men and
a pregnant woman sitting on the plastic chairs looked up at the bleary eyes and scraggly
beard, then returned to their outdated magazines. The Rat approached the secretary, who
was far too pretty to be deteriorating in a dump like this. She barely looked at him.
I needa see Terry Turner.
The secretary tapped at the keyboard. Mmm? You’ve got an appointment?
The Rat fumbled for words.
Not zactly but it’s important. It’s ur-gent. I needa see him this morning.
The secretary gathered her long hair in one hand, and offered him an appointment
at 4:15pm tomorrow.
Blood pounded in the Rat’s ears. Everything hurt. He shouldn’t have had that last
rum before closing last night. Tomorrow’s too late. I really needa see him today.
A button on the phone beeped and the secretary nodded at the pregnant woman for
her to go through.
The Rat tapped on the counter nervously. I know I gotta have an appointment but I
really need ta see Mr Turner today. They’re tryin to tear down my home.
The secretary shrugged. Tomorrow’s the best I can do.
The Rat’s hand pounded on the counter, then moved to his beard. It was shaking.
No, no, no, it’s gotta be today. Today.
The secretary sighed. What’s you’re name? I’ll see what I can do.
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The Rat attempted a smile but it came out all wrong, a tangle of sagging skin and
cigarette-stained teeth and sadness. He waited, as the men and women in the waiting
room came and went around him. He reached into his pocket for a distraction and found
the letter. He pulled it out and tried to smooth it.
It still gave him some satisfaction that the Council hadn’t been able to actually post
the letter. They’d addressed it To Whom It May Concern and slipped it under his door
early one morning. Gutless bastards.
The clock on the wall ticked loudly. The Rat began to sweat. The plastic chair stuck
to the back of his knees, sending little salty streams down his calves.
By the time Turner called him in, the envelope had begun to fall apart in the Rat’s
anguished hands.
Lenny. How’re you holding up?
Terry Turner was almost as run-down as the Legal Aid building he worked in. Too
many late nights had left bags under his red eyes and the broken air-conditioner had left
sweat-stains under the sleeves of his cheap, grey cotton shirt.
The River Rat shrank into the chair and looked at the framed degrees on the wall.
He stared at his hands. Sorry to barge in on ya like this, I just – He swallowed. I dunno
what else to do.
It was Turner’s turn to look away. Desperation was difficult to watch. Lenny, I
don’t know what else to tell you. We’ve tried letters, we tried pleas, and against my best
advice you’ve even threatened the bastards. Bottom line is, you just don’t have a case.
The phone rang again. Turner sighed under his breath, diverted it, then turned back
to the Rat. The legislation’s pretty clear on the matter. Nobody owns the land below the
high tide mark – anything the sea has claim on is fair game. But it’s a wonder you’ve
managed to stay there so long.
The Rat nods.
You know as well as I do the ocean hasn’t been anywhere near your boat for years.
Tides change. You’re beached on Council land now, mate. They can turf you out
whenever they like.
The Rat tried anyway. Couldn’t we get more time? See if there’s another way?
Maybe you could do a – whaddoyacallit – like an appeal or sommin?
This was harder than Turner expected. There’s nothing to appeal. It’s the Council’s
land, and they can do what they like with it. There is no more time. They’ve already
approved the development.
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The River Rat already knew the answer, but he asked anyway. So what am I sposed
to do?
Turner leaned forward and softened his voice. I’m sorry. Short of shifting the tide,
there’s nothing you can do. And when the phone rang again, he was almost relieved he
didn’t have to watch the old wharfie walk away.
The scene in the pub mid-afternoon Wednesday wasn’t much better than the night
before, but the River Rat couldn’t go home. He didn’t know how to tell Lou they’d lost.
And he had nowhere else to go.
He fished around in his pocket, found just enough change for a drink and let the
dank smell of beer welcome him inside. He ordered, took a grateful gulp, tried to decide
whether it burned or numbed him. Either way, it was a welcome change from
desolation. But too soon the drink was gone, and the comfort it offered wouldn’t be far
behind.
The bartender noticed his desperation and in a rare moment of weakness poured
him another. When the old man looked like gratitude might come in the form of tears,
he made it a double and shuffled off. He mopped up a puddle of beer from the end of
the bar, leaving a damp smear, and then turned to face a toothy bottle blonde who had
let her black roots grow out two inches.
What can I get you love? he asked, as she squirmed in a faded boob-tube. She
barely had enough flesh on her to hold the thing up.
Vodka, she said, sinking into a stool. Make it a double.
There were a few blokes down the other side of the bar – tradies who knocked off
early, shiftworkers trying to stay awake and the bleary-eyed oldies from Morrow Street,
who always came in together as soon as their pensions went through – but none of them
bothered with more than a glance at the woman. Any drink they bought a woman was a
drink less for themselves, and she sure as hell wasn’t worth it.
When he had drained his glass, the Rat did something he’d never done before. He
reached across the counter, pocketed the bottle and turned to leave the bar behind.
He was four feet from the door when another barfly noticed the gold cap sticking
out of his pocket. Oi, he’s got the bottle, he slurred. He’s takin the bottle from ya.
The Rat lunged at him, spitting rum-rage. How dare you? A‘cusin me of stealin
when I ain’t never takin anythin my whole life. He shook the barfly. What about all the
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things people’ve takin from me? Another shake, rougher. Huh? What about what I’ve
lost?
Through the rum-haze and the fury, the Rat noticed a wonky-eyed bouncer making
his way over. He dropped the barfly and legged it.
Rage fuelled his stagger down the street as the sun beat down unkindly. This time of
year, the sun was always unkind. The streets were beginning to fill with accountants
taking their lunch breaks and secretaries running errands in too-tight shoes. They
stepped carefully out of the Rat’s way as they saw him coming.
Once he was out of the town centre, he turned onto the riverside boardwalk and
began to move downstream, back to the house-in-a-boat. The newly-landscaped path
stood out from the battered road and old warehouses that lined the street. They look
dated, worn – their days were numbered too.
And then, gleaming in the heat, he saw it. The billboard. He slurred the words
aloud: RIVERSIDE PARADISSS. Imagine calling thiss plassss home. Luck-surey
apartments selling off the plan.
The billboard couple’s plastic smiles leered down at him, as the architect’s
impression of life loomed over the land he already called home.
The clank of steel on bitumen bit into his headache.
The Rat looked around for the cause of the noise and found a white truck parked on
the corner of River and Wharf streets. On the side was the green Council logo. He
peered at it.
Then he lumbered, a little unsteady, towards the truck, muttering. Those fucking
bastards, those thieving fucking bastards I swear I’m gonna –
He kicked the truck, hard and then harder. He pounded his fists against the metal.
A man in an orange orange jacket moved towards the commotion. Hey mate, the
Council Worker yelled. Take it easy.
But Lenny would not take it easy. Spit flew from his mouth as he yelled at the truck
and the town and whoever else was listening. You fucking bastards. You think you can
just take whatever you fucking want. He slammed his hands into the truck’s side panel,
clawing at the logo. The Council Worker tried to haul him off but rage had made him
strong. It’s mine. Fucking mine. I’ve been there for thirttty yeasss, you know whas that
like?
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As the Rat struggled against the Council Worker’s grip, his rage found a new target.
He lunged for the orange jacket with his fists, claws, desperation. Skin hit skin and the
Council Worker fought back, landing a punch on the Rat’s right eye, releasing a spray
that hit the man’s face and trickled to his mouth. It was salty. More fluid dripped from
the Rat’s swelling cheek, into the pothole the workers had been fixing.
Thirtty yeasss and you think ya can jusss take it away? You low-life pricks. You
fucking thieves. Thieves. Stealing thieves takkin whass not yours.
Jesus. The Worker backed away, shaking water from his fist. What the –
The eye kept dripping. What’s left? What’re you going to take next? Spit flew from
the Rat’s mouth. He stumbled.
The Worker held up his hands and backed away. Whoa. Hey. I don’t even know
you.
Another orange jacket appeared and the Rat was pulled away. He cursed, spat salt,
and stumbled off.
And then he was back at the river and the rage ebbed away, and he was sorry it was
gone because the space where it had been was so hollow now. Jesus, how’s he gonna
tell Lou? Past the embankment, and the Coke cans and sea-smoothed glass and tangled
mangrove roots, the river slipped past, taking leaves and rubbish and bubbles out to the
sea. But not his boat. It was stuck here on the black silt-sand that smelled like ocean and
age, and there was no tide that could shift it. He crouched underneath the boat’s battered
bow, sheltered from the sun, safe from Lou’s loving eyes. He could hear her, pacing
above him.
Lou slumped on a crate-chair. She stared at the old clock, sitting on an old plank nailed
to the wall. She’d asked for a bookshelf once, and that’s what he’d given her. All he
could. He should’ve been home by now.
She lit the camping stove and boiled water and made the tea, mechanical and
hopelessly hopeful. She poured a cup for herself, then took a second from the shelf – the
brown tin one, the one Lenny liked best – and stirred extra sugar in it for him, just in
case, and set both cups down on the table.
And then she waited, while both cups grew cold.
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The sun started to sink and the Rat watched the water lap at the riverbank. It was 15 feet
too far away. He wondered what it would take to get the boat out there on the water but
he didn’t believe in miracles and he had nothing left except rum and anger and despair.
He heard Lou making tea and he knew he should go up and drink it but there was still a
little rum left and he didn’t.
Lou stared at the clock. She knew time had passed but she could swear the hands hadn’t
moved. Clock must be broken. And then it occurred to her that maybe it was time that
was broken. It wouldn’t be so bad. Tomorrow would never come. They could live,
suspended in today, in the boat they’d made their home between the land and the sea.
The bottle was empty now. It slipped from his hand and shattered on a rock. He held his
breath – did Lou hear?
Lou tipped out the tea and looked around the kitchen, wondered if there was any point
making dinner. It was over. She turned on the radio, because she couldn’t bear the
silence and the beating of her own heart.
It was funny the things you thought about when it was over. The Rat thought about what
a rough, ruthless drink rum is. About Neddy Armstrong from up the road, who lost his
twin brother when he was twelve and had to face him every time he looked in the
mirror. About the cruel heat of summer and how there’s never enough rain. About that
summer when he was seventeen and lonely and restless enough to carve two deep lines
in his wrist, but he didn’t do it right and it healed all wrong and when he went to hide
the lines with ink the tattooist didn’t know what to say. How his heart catches every
time Lou’s breath catches in her sleep. Lou. What about Lou? How’m I going to tell
her?
Lou found a yellowing newspaper, wrapped the chipped cups and plates, carefully. She
upended one of the crate chairs and placed each piece carefully inside. She wondered
where they’d go. She had a sister in town who’d probably let them stay for a few days
until –
She noticed a headline on the paper she was tucking around a saucer. COUNCIL
TO CLEAN UP RIVERBANK EYESORE.
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She sat on the other crate. For the first time, she felt its sharp angles against her
bones, the hurt raw and incessant. Lenny should be home by now.
The Rat thought about hearts and how they’re never strong enough. How he wished his
didn’t break every time he saw the rust on their cutlery, because Lou deserved better
than rusting cutlery and a half-way home and now he can’t even give her that. She
needed more than rusty forks, and cracked cups, just nearly broken. She was brittle,
nearly broken, too many times and he was pretty sure it had a lot to do with him and he
was never good at school because his mind was floating on other oceans but he knows
enough to know there’s no way to tell her.
He looked at the shattered bottle. He shouldn’t have drunk all that rum.
The sun set. The sharp glass had broken the anchor on his wrist. The sea seeped out of
his veins. It snaked its way up the curls of seaweed, tried to wash the letters off his
leathery skin. It covered the ink anchor – it seemed trite now, but he was young when
he’d had it done, to remind him of the only thing that looked like home. His ocean
dripped from his tired fingers and began, quietly, to make its way home.
Lou didn’t know how, but she knew. She ran out to the deck and climbed down to find
–
Shit, Lenny. LENNY.
He was lying amongst the rocks and the debris and that broken goddamn bottle,
while his ocean – all he’d ever been – trickled towards the shore. There was so little left
of him to hold, but she tried. She screamed at the sun and the sand and the stars.
Fuck, Lenny, stay here. C’mon baby, don’t go. You can’t.
She was holding him too tight – she must be hurting him – but she couldn’t let go.
Just stay. That’s all you gotta do. Just stay.
She couldn’t call an ambulance because they didn’t have a phone and even if she
did they wouldn’t know what to do with all this salt water where there should’ve been
blood. And she knew it was too late. For the first time in 30 years, she began to cry. As
the river flowed, indifferent, and the gulls circled overhead, she cried great, heaving
sobs.
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There were so many tears. There were tears for four kittens she once found drowned in
a sack by the river, for the baby she lost on that awful winter afternoon with Springsteen
playing on the radio. For all the meals you can’t cook on a butane stove. For the places
in Lenny she couldn’t reach, they were just buried too deep. For oceans that never
stayed still. For dreams they never felt brave enough to imagine. For those children you
always see on ads, the ones without anything to eat. For Jenny Cameron from year one,
who sat with her every day at lunch but never said goodbye when her family moved
away. And for rusting cutlery, and chipped cups and plates, because they always seemed
to make Lenny so sad.
Thirty years of Lou’s tears mingled with the River Rat’s ocean, fluid salt running
away together to the river’s edge. And then, though both of them were too tired and torn
and beaten and beat to notice, the tide began to change. It rose. It swelled with tears and
salt and recklessness and disappointment and never-fit-in lives and love and longing. It
kept rising.
When the bulldozers arrived the next morning, there was nothing. No boat. No debris.
No eyesores or rotting wooden boards or trash-treated-like-treasure belongings. No
boat-house. No River Rat. And no hard-sweet woman by his side. The biggest king tide
anyone round here had ever seen had taken the lot, washed it out to sea.
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Dead-end dreaming
Taz could smell his own rank odour as he slammed metal into metal. Sweat matted his
long greasy hair and streamed down ink snakes and carp towards his freckled forearms.
The t-shirt he was wearing was soaked through and the sleeves he always hacked off to
let more air in just gave the sun another place to burn.
Clang. He slammed another trolley into the line-up he’d created. Four more to go –
left abandoned in the far corner of the car-park – then he could start the long bitumen
journey back to the trolley rank.
He caught his own reflection in the window of a 2002 Camry and winced. It wasn’t
that he didn’t care how bad he looked, there just wasn’t another way of looking under
the midday sun in February. The heat was violent and relentless – a few minutes was
enough to have you dripping and he’d been on the asphalt expanse all day, without so
much as a leaf for shelter. A particularly vocal group of housewives had been
campaigning to get the shopping centre carpark shade-clothed – not because they were
worried about trolley-pushers like Taz getting skin cancer, but because they hated their
hair drooping and their ice-cream melting as they packed groceries into their SUVs. But
management had decided the competition in a two-shopping-centre town like Marvale
wasn’t steep enough to warrant the extra expenditure on shade-cloth.
Trolley-pushing was hard work for $16.50 an hour. Taz used to romanticise it by
telling himself he was like a shepherd – gathering the lost, rescuing them from harm,
keeping the flock together. But mostly it was just metal on metal on metal until five, or
eight, depending on the roster.
It wasn’t the future he had imagined for himself. He lived week-to-week, always
skint in the days leading up to the next fortnightly pay check. He had no real girlfriend,
no real friends. Even his mum had stopped taping new pictures of him to the fridge –
right about the time he got the second earring and the first snake tattooed up his arm.
All he had was an on-again, off-again thing with the too-skinny bartender from Players
Bar, a six-month lease on a run-down split level and the kind of dead-end job parents
warn their wayward teens about.
No. This wasn’t how he’d wanted his life to turn out. But he would be lying if he
said he didn’t see it coming.
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The first time he predicted the future, Taz was seven. He was sitting in the driveway,
bouncing a tennis ball against the garage door, waiting for the sound of his Dad’s
station wagon turning into the street. When he finally arrived, Taz leaped up and smiled
a gappy smile as his Dad pressed the garage door remote and the churning of curling
metal filled the air.
While they waited for the door to open fully, Taz glanced inside at the drips and
patterns the car’s oil and air-conditioning fluid had left on the garage floor. Some stains
had soaked deep into the concrete, others were fresh and dark. And it was there, in the
freshest of the marks, that he saw something terrible. He couldn’t tell you how, he just
knew, somewhere deep and certain, that his Dad would lose his job.
Two days later, his Dad came home full of beer and excuses, and his mother yelled
and locked herself in the bathroom in tears. There was no money for treats, and no
second helpings at dinner. His parents barely spoke. For weeks, it lasted, until a large
cup-shape appeared in his Dad’s oil drips on the garage floor. Just by looking at it, Taz
knew it was going to be okay.
After that, it happened often. By watching the garage floor, he knew his brother
Pete would nearly drown in the river that summer, and that his parents would give them
a puppy the following Christmas. He could tell when his cousins were going to come
and visit, and that Mrs Rubin down the road would break her leg. He knew, from their
parking spaces, that his teacher Mr Parsons was having an affair, and that the man at the
butcher would finally fall in love and that the lady from the bakery was destined for
success and honour. Every time he brought home an average report card, he knew his
parents’ anger was really guilt that they’d never read to him as a kid, and when Mum
and Dad talked about all going away on a holiday together sometime, he knew it would
never happen. He saw, too late, his Nanna Rose’s sudden death in her bathtub the night
before his twelfth birthday, and the fight his mother and aunt would have over the will.
When Pete got his first car, Taz knew he’d do alright as an auto mechanic. He foretold
Pete’s marriage to Suze (who used to run with a pretty bad crowd but had cleaned
herself up and was telling the truth when she told Pete she wouldn’t ever go back to
using) and the little girl who was born two years later. Now they were trying for a son,
and Taz didn’t have the heart to tell them there were no more children in the future that
had seeped out of their cars onto the garage floor.
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He couldn’t wait to get his own set of wheels. For Taz, more than most boys his age, a
licence and a car really were the place where his future began.
So when he was 15, he got a job in a fish and chip shop after school. It was run by a
woman called Des, who had started going bald and snapped at him when he was too
generous with the chip servings. He came home scarred where the oil had seared his
skinny arms and the smell of fried fish clung to his clothes and his hair, but he never
complained.
Each week, he put $47.40 in a bank account, and the day he turned 17 he sat his
driving test. The photo on the laminated card they gave him when he passed was still
sitting in one of his drawers somewhere – his chin covered in the first wisps of a beard
and his face alight with expectation and happiness.
He went straight from the Department of Transport to Ricko’s Second Hand Cars,
where his hopeful face had become a regular feature.
Rubber-necking again mate? Ricko joked when he saw him approach from behind
the car he was working on. You might as well move in for all a’time you spend round
ere.
Taz smiled, suddenly shy. I’m not lookin today. He pulled out his Velcro-seal
wallet, fat from two years of hard work and chip grease. I needa car.
Ricko whistled and wiped some of the motor oil off his hands on an old t-shirt. Well
I’ll be. He stood up. What’re you after?
Taz looked around. I dunno, exactly. Whatever I can afford.
As it turned out, Taz couldn’t afford very much. The barely-legal wage Des had
been paying him, and the barely-legal mark-up Ricko had on the cars left him with only
one option: a beat-up ’78 Honda Civic that looked like it was held together by luck
alone. One of the mirrors had come off and been replaced with another in the wrong
shade of blue and rust had started eating through the rims of the back wheels.
I was going to fix it up a bit before I let ‘er go but I spose you can take her cheap,
Ricko started. I think she’s leaking oil, on and off.
Taz smiled. That’s good, he answered, which struck Ricko as an odd thing to say.
And it’s gotta tape deck too.
Ricko collected the money and signed over the papers. Watching the kid’s grin as
he turned the key and the engine throbbed uncertainly in the driveway, he suddenly felt
bad for selling him such a box of shit. He rapped on the window. If you have any
problems, bring her back in, hey.
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But Taz just shrugged and smiled. He still had twenty bucks in his pocket for a cask
of cheap wine and a packet of smokes to celebrate the occasion, and once he’d secured
the supplies he drove himself to a rest stop out of town, overlooking Marvale’s cane
fields and supermarkets and skating rinks and housing estates and mills and beaches and
beyond it all, the sea. He put the Counting Crows in the tape deck, lit his first cigarette
and, as the day began to disappear, he let his mind wander.
He waited two hours to be sure it had worked, until the sun had sunk and the worst
of the heat had faded. Then, trying to control the butterflies that had suddenly taken
over his stomach and threatened to escape up his windpipe, he turned the key in the
ignition, reversed back two metres, flicked the lights to high-beam and jumped out of
the car.
After a lifetime reading other people’s futures, his own was finally spread before
him, gleaming a little in the headlights. Heady with the warmth of wine and possibility,
he let the cigarette he was smoking fall to the ground as he kneeled down to get a better
look.
But he felt the air leave him as he stared at the stains on the concrete. No, he said, to
no-one in particular. No, no, no. He moved to the left, then the right, hoping the angle
might change the outcome, but from every position his future looked the same.
The anchor he’d been hoping to see to indicate constant love, or the bananas that
would grant him wealth were nowhere to be seen. There were no vases of flowers
symbolising fulfilled desires or lobsters to indicate he’d make a great fortune. He
searched carefully for even tiny pathways or exotic birds that could promise journeys to
the unknown, or palm trees for good luck, fame and victory. There were no children in
his future. No great loves or glamourous adventures. No victory. No accomplishment.
No notoriety.
There weren’t even any great misfortunes. No warnings of deceit or treachery. No
accident or folly or great sorrow. No onions to indicate buried secrets, or spy glasses to
suggest the confidence of his friends would be jeopardised by his curious nature, or
armour to tell him his difficulties would be faced with courage.
Black under the headlights, his fortune had dripped from the car in the shape of a
dozen balloons. His future was sealed: for all his attempts, little would be achieved. His
life would amount to nothing but hot air, disappearing into the clouds.
Taz didn’t realise he was crying until he saw the tears drip onto the asphalt and
mingle with his unwanted fortune. But once they started to fall, it was hard to make
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them stop, and after a while he gave up trying. He sat on the pavement and let the bitter
disappointment leak out, mourned for the futures he had wanted, the futures he thought
he deserved. He cried enough to soak the asphalt beneath him, but it wasn’t enough to
wash away the future his car had left there.
When he finally ran out of tears, he came up with an idea. He leapt back into the
car, started the engine and parked a few spaces away. This time anxiety, not
anticipation, drove the two-hour wait and when he finally reversed, turned on his light
and stepped out of the car his heart sank all over.
In the corner of the parking space was a perfect, black, oil pelican: a symbol of
loneliness, separation and yearning for the unattainable.
Taz stayed there all night, parking and reversing and mourning the disappointment
his car kept leaking onto the asphalt, until the sun rose on his sinking stomach. Finally
he put the key in the ignition and drove himself back home to face his furious parents,
who had been up all night with worry.
He was grounded for two weeks but it hardly mattered. There was nowhere to go
now, anyway.
In the years that followed, his fortune always the same – trivialities, not events.
Instead of the future he desperately hoped to see, he was faced with the banalities of the
present. So he resigned himself to his shitty job and his shitty rental and the on-again,
off-again thing with the Players girl and somewhere along the line, he’d just stopped
looking.
But he looked at other people’s futures – he couldn’t help it. They were right in front of
him every day, their curses and blessings and destinies splashed in the empty parking
paces. And after five years pushing trolleys through a carpark full of fortunes, he grew
very good at it.
He learned to look out for omens that threatened misfortune (snakes and pistols and
spades and cats and albatrosses) and those that would bring joy and success (like
flowers and trees and anchors and fruits and stars). He knew, intuitively, that the closer
a symbol was to the borders of the parking space the sooner it would take place, and
that the more often a person came to the shopping centre the more cloudy their fortune
would appear.
He had seen death and illness and deceit, great secrets and buried sorrow. He knew
about people’s promotions and affairs and exams, the kind of jobs they were destined
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for and the kind of women they would marry. How much money they’d have. How their
children would turn out. How nice their houses would be and what colour they would
paint them. And whether all of it would be enough to make them happy.
In the summer it was harder to read. The sun reflected the oil in strange ways,
produced false symbols and shielded others from sight. When it was too dry, the
fortunes built up on top of each other until it was impossible to tell what would happen,
or who it would happen to, or when. But when it rained – now that was really
something. Taz loved to stand there on the steamy concrete as the sky cracked and the
heat broke and the rain came down around him, causing all those futures to bleed and
shift and mix together.
You didn’t need to read the future to tell there was a lot of good fortune in this
town. Since the mining boom had created all those $100,000+ jobs, the carparks had
filled with Monaros and WRXs and European convertibles, all suped up and modified
and enhanced with shiny exhausts to make the beasts roar. But unhappiness leaked out
of even the newest, shiniest cars. The mining trucks –you could pick them a mile off
when the sum gleamed off the reflective safety stripes – leaked loneliness and distance
onto the pavement, sometimes danger. Farmers’ utes told of hard work and worry and
waiting for the rain. Often the futures were strange and unsettling, the kind of things he
couldn’t have told, even if he wanted to. Once he saw a lawyer’s Pulsar leak out a tale
of salty grief and disappearance – as if the ocean had claimed a life no-one would miss.
Another time, he was sure he found a warning about someone’s daughter transforming
into a bird.
It was a weird hobby, Taz knew that. But when you thought about it, it wasn’t any
weirder than reading the future in the stars or a pack of cards or leaves of tea. And
anyway you stopped having the luxury of calling something weird when it worked.
And it did work, every time. He was talented – the things he read in people’s oil
were invariably true. A nagging voice in Taz’s head told him he should have been a rich
man, with a gift like that. But reading oil drips, just like reading tea leaves, takes time.
You need time to watch the shapes, time to observe the stain from different angles and
let the symbols dance in your thoughts. Inevitably, by the time Taz got people’s
fortunes straight in his head, the drivers who had left them behind were already far, far
away.
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Sometimes when no-one was looking, Taz would try to read someone’s future while
their car was still there.
First, he would scan the area to make sure his supervisor or a housewife carrying all
her groceries or a shiftworker on his way home from nights didn’t catch him. Then he
would crouch down, pull out his cigarette lighter to illuminate the oil drips and their
predictions.
He told himself he was doing this to protect people. That if there was an accident or
a warning in their future, he could put his talent to use. Maybe he could save someone.
But really, he was doing it because he could.
Inevitably, he’d read job opportunities or unexpected travel arrangements or the
return of an old friend or the appearance of a new lover or a financial windfall or a
challenging but rewarding career prospect or the affection of friends. And then, he
would find himself standing in the carpark, clutching his lighter too tight and trying to
control the urge to slam a trolley into the car.
It was hard to look at other people’s futures when you didn’t have one of your own.
Until the dead bird fell from the sky, there was nothing to indicate it was anything other
than an ordinary Thursday. Taz was tired, restless, and although it wasn’t yet nine the
sun was already fierce enough to sting his eyes.
As he yanked open the door to his ute, a stale fog of warm air hit him in the face.
He was probably going to be late, but it was hard to bring himself to mind in this heat,
this goddam unending heat. He tried not to scorch his hands on the metal teeth of the
seatbelt. The engine groaned, and Taz sighed and reversed out of his driveway.
It happened quickly. A grey flash. Taz braked as the lump bounced off the bonnet.
Something thudded on the driveway.
He was nervous as he climbed out of the ute cab. He wasn’t sure exactly what was
going on, but he knew it was something that shouldn’t have happened. Sprawled in the
middle of the driveway was a magpie, its left wing bent underneath its body and a pool
of blood coagulating its feathers.
Taz looked around, hoping someone else might have seen it. It was crazy. The bird
had just fallen – not flown or tumbled, but fallen to the ground with a thud. Like it was
already dead before it came down.
Gingerly, he reached out to touch its body. It was cool to touch. Too small for his
shaking hands. And it was dead.
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Late or not, he couldn’t leave it sitting there to fill with ants and decay on the
pavement. He looked towards his wheelie bin, but knew he couldn’t do that either. So,
careful not to get the bird’s blood on his clothing, he scooped it up gently and headed
towards the carport to see if there was an old towel or rag to wrap the poor thing in. The
rental wasn’t pricey enough for a full garage so everything he stored there got battered
by the wind and rain but there was sure to be something he could use in a box up the
back.
And it was there, in the carport, he got the second shock of the day.
For the first time in years, Taz was faced with the sight he had learned to ignore: his
future in oil and air-conditioning fluid on the carport floor. His face went pale. He
dropped the bird. Finally, shaking, he made his way inside.
He had to dial the number twice to get it right – his hands were shaking too much the
first time. Finally, he got his supervisor’s voice on the end of the line.
Mate, I’m ah – Taz swallowed. I’m not gonna be able to get in today.
The supervisor barely waited for him to finish. You’re joking, aren’tcha? It’s
Thursday – late night shopping. We’re gonna be flat out.
Taz fumbled for words. I know. I’m – it’s. Sorry. I can’t.
The supervisor said nothing.
I’m sick. I can’t – I’m shaking – it’s –
Something in Taz’s voice must have sounded sincere, because the supervisor finally
cut him a break. Well if yar sick, ya sick. See you tomorra.
The supervisor paused for a second. You know ya don’t get paid for sick days, but.
It took eight cigarettes before Taz could get his hands to stop shaking. When he finally
felt like he could control them, he armed himself with the rest of the pack and a lighter
and went outside. Maybe this was all some kind of mistake.
He lit the ninth cigarette and inhaled deeply. The terrible oil-drip prediction was
still there in the carport, a few feet from the crumpled bird.
He’d never seen anything like it. There was a large bull, an omen of misfortune,
and it had antlers to signal the likelihood of an accident. There was a car – it looked just
like his ute, and a cross, which meant health – or, when read with the other omens,
sickness. There was a kettle, the sign of death, and a coffin. And in the corner an
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albatross – the sign of sorrow. It was the clearest signal of all and its left wing was
twisted and broken. Just like the magpie’s.
He called in sick again the next day, but by the time Saturday rolled around he knew he
had to go to work. Money was tight enough without losing days, and at least over the
weekend he’d get penalty rates. The problem was how to get there.
The carport prophecy had been pretty clear on the kind of death Taz could expect:
his ute had been a feature of the image, and the antlers had indicated an accident, so
driving was out of the question. He thought about taking the bus but that made him
uneasy too and even riding a bike along the footpath could put him in harm’s way. It
would take a long time, and it would mean more time under the sun’s cruel glare, but he
was going to have to walk.
It wasn’t hard to wake up early, because he’d barely slept. He got up, poured some
milk over a bowl of Weet-Bix and ate without enthusiasm. At 6.45 he pulled on his
shoes, filled a bottle with water, and trudged to work. He was already soaked in sweat
and exhausted by the time he arrived, but at least he was alive.
He survived the morning, even though he leapt with fright every time a car
backfired, and avoided pushing his trolleys past utes. The afternoon passed in a milieu
of nervous cigarettes, but he survived that too. Stubbing out another smoke on the
pavement, he almost laughed when he realised that at least he wouldn’t be alive long
enough to worry about lung cancer.
Sunday passed without incident. Monday too. He began to think he might make it
after all. He called the girl from Players for dinner. He tidied his lounge and finally did
some washing – there hadn’t seemed much point if he wasn’t going to wear it. He even
felt confident enough to buy a two-litre bottle of milk, instead of the tiny cartons he’d
been getting.
Then, at 2:47pm Tuesday, it happened again. Someone gasped. A flash of grey. Taz
looked up. Tumbling feathers. The squeal of brakes. A shattered wing. Black-and-white
bird. Pain.
When he came to, Taz saw the concerned faces of two shoppers starting at him. He
groaned, and felt an acid stab of pain down his left side.
Don’t worry, luv. You’re gunna be okay, an old lady with a purple rinse was telling
him. You took quite a hit though.
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Another woman appeared to his left, her face streaked with tears. I’m sorry. I’m so
– it’s awful. I’m sorry. I just didn’t see you. It was the –
She began to sob, and someone else reached to comfort her. The sun beat down.
Taz felt woozy.
Never seen anything like it, the purple rinse was saying. Her hair looked like a disco
halo in the light. God it was hot. Just fell from the sky, like in that fairy story. The sky’s
falling in – you know that one. Strangest thing. Taz tried to swallow. Everything hurt.
Wasn’t flapping or anything. Like it was dead before it even came down. The body of
the magpie lay in one of the empty carparks. Taz wished someone would cover it. Like
the end of the world or something, the purple rinse said. Taz closed his eyes and let the
pain take him.
He woke up again to white sheets and white walls and a face looking down at him. It
wasn’t the hospital. It couldn’t be. Hospitals don’t move.
Back with us, mate, the Face said. Taz didn’t understand. Did doctors say mate?
Am I dead? Taz mumbled.
The Face laughed. God I hope not. Not on my shift. Another laugh. He called out to
someone else. Nance, this one thinks he’s in heaven.
Taz winced as the room went round the corner. What? How? It didn’t make sense.
None of it made – the bird, the car – it was all –
We’re on the way to St Joey’s. Won’t be long now.
Taz pieced it together. I’m in an ambulance?
The Face smiled. Yup.
But – Taz paused. Something wasn’t right. What about the sirens?
The face was puzzled. We can put them on if you like. But you’re not critical.
You’ve got a nasty break in your leg, and your head must’ve knocked the kerb but
you’re going to be fine.
Taz tried to smile. It was all there – the road accident. The bird. The pain. It had
happened, but it wasn’t going to kill him. The death signs must’ve been for the bird. He
felt the pain of consciousness shoot up his leg. He clenched his teeth. Everything hurt.
The car, he said, as he prepared to fade back out again. The car. Was it a ute?
The Face frowned. I don’t think so. No it was one of those hybrid things –
whatdoyoucallit. A Prius.
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There wasn’t really time for Taz to process what the Face had told him. There was
barely time for Face to say it. Or for the foot to try to brake when the driver saw the
ambulance. Or for the ambulance to swerve and tumble, or the ambulance driver to
swear or for metal to scream as it hit metal and flew through the air and crumpled.
There was barely time for terror. Or pain. Or realisation. It just happened.
The ambulance had been wrapped around a tree. Wrapped. Such a funny way to put it,
Taz thought. Like it was a present. A present with pain and heat and silver raw metal
teeth that bit into everything and destroyed it.
Across the road, mangled, the ute that had hit the ambulance lay on its roof. The
driver crawled out through the smashed window and managed to haul himself to his
feet, looking around in horror at the scene he’d created and muttering something about a
bird that had fallen from the sky. Behind him, the smashed petrol tank leaked a fortune
of guilt and self-pity onto the pavement.
As the world began to slip out of focus, Taz noticed the ute and smiled. He’d been
right. If nothing else, he’d been right. And with the last of the hurt and blood and
disappointment slipping away, he finally closed his eyes.
It should have ended there. He wasn’t supposed to wake up. Or recover. Or feel his
Mum’s relieved arms around him. He wasn’t supposed to marry the girl from Player’s
Bar, and build a house and have two little boys. Or put himself through night school to
become a social worker. Or sell the ute and buy an old van instead. And he certainly
wasn’t supposed to tear down the garage and park the car on the grass, where the drips
of oil could seep unseen into the earth, instead. None of that was supposed to take place.
But at the last minute, something happened. The sky opened up and the heat broke
and everything changed.
Before the rain, there had been so many sounds. The horrible smash of metal on metal,
and the sound of someone screaming. People pulling over. A 000 call. Sirens.
And then the world had gone quiet. Still. The birds’ squawks had pierced the
silence – but not quite broken it. Everything had seemed slower. More deliberate. The
ambulance officers worked in slow motion. The birds and frogs and cars and footsteps
and planes seemed to hover, waiting. On edge. Time hung, suspended, as the wreckage
of Taz’s life lay on the side of the road.
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And then, finally, after all those burning days, there was a great rumble of thunder
and another and a flash and the first drops of rain fell, hard and heavy and welcome on
the dry ground. As the flashing lights of another ambulance and the fire crew got closer,
the rain poured down, washing over the ripped metal and petrol and blood and pain and
hopelessness.
Across town, it fell on Taz’s roof and down his gutters, on the frangipani tree that
hung over his back fence and the cheap awnings the landlord had put up to keep out the
sun, finally splashing onto his driveway and into the carport and running over the place
where his future had been on the concrete. It was heavy rain. Heavy enough to distort
the shapes and move some of the oil. Heavy enough to wash some of the antlers and
coffins and kettles down the driveway and into the gutter. Heavy enough that some of
his fortune mingled with the marks where the on-again, off-again bartender had parked
her Lancer next to his ute so many times. Heavy enough to change everything.
As the water washed over his face and fell on his broken body, Taz felt something
return.
And it’s funny, because beauty had always broken Taz’s heart. But the rain –
Well, by the time they had loaded him into another ambulance, rivets of water
streaming down his face, it barely hurt at all.
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It’s Hard to Find a Lover
If you had met Emma – and a lot of people had – you would have liked her. She was
pretty – not soul-stopping or stunning – but certainly pretty, and she didn’t say much
but she heard a lot.
She lived in a run-down Queenslander at the edge of town, with a frangipani in the
front yard and enough trees and distance and social niceties in between her and the
neighbours, so they didn’t often complain about the men coming and going at all hours.
She didn’t do it because she’d had a bad childhood. Her daddy hadn’t left, or
forgotten her birthdays or loved her siblings better, and her mother had fed and clothed
her and her brothers and taught them love and respect. No boy had ever asked her out
and taken more than the goodnight kisses she offered or pinned her behind the school
shed. It was just that there were so many lonely people who wanted to share her bed,
and maybe she wanted to fix it, and maybe she was greedy, and maybe she wanted to
make enough money to be something else – or maybe she was just too soft to fight the
tides of change. Most likely, she got swept up in it all. The whole town did.
When the mining companies had found all that coal, they needed hundreds of men
to haul it up and spin it into gold. They came from all over the country – further,
sometimes – and the mines paid them well to compensate for how hard and dirty and
dangerous the work was, and how long the shifts were, and how the days bled into
nights in that dark hole in the ground when you worked fourteen days straight, dawn to
dusk. Or dusk to dawn, depending on the roster.
And when all those men came back up again, and washed the black dust from their
hair and their fingernails and their noses and ears and elbows, they wanted warmth and
light and comfort. But there weren’t enough girls to go around anymore and anyway,
it’s hard to find a lover who’ll take you six days in twenty-two, and surrender you to the
ground the other fourteen.
So they loved Emma. She wasn’t plucked and dyed and implanted beyond
recognition, and she didn’t keep boxes of pleasure or pain or torture under the bed, and
she never made them feel bad that it had come to this.
Emma wasn’t a classified ad cliché. She wasn’t a whore, or a busty-blondedreaming of you, or some DD-cup hottie, 18yo beauty, an exotic, kinky little doll, or
chesty-gymnast-will-twist-you-into-positions-you-never-dreamed-possible. She was just
Emma, and if they picked her flowers (there were a few awkward regulars who did,
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often), she’d put them in a little vase beside the bed, and if she liked the men she’d let
them kiss her or stroke her hair and she could tell when it was too hard to leave straight
away so if she didn’t have another appointment she would make them sweet-hot tea and
sit them on the lounge and ask about their life.
But they’d always have to leave before their body sank too deep into the couch,
because otherwise they’d start to wonder about her mother, and if she knew what Emma
did for a living, and what was in her fridge and whether she listened to The Kinks on
rainy days and how many brothers she had and whether she worked on her birthday.
They simply couldn’t sit on her couch, watching her curled up under a crotchet
blanket with her mousy hair falling over her careful eyes and wondering those things,
because if they weren’t careful they’d slip off the edge and fall in love.
The first time was the hardest – it always is.
It was passionless and awkward and desperate round the edges. Afterwards, she
excused herself and went to the bathroom. She stood there, on the cracked tiles, staring
into the old-fashioned gilt mirror, watching her face for signs of tears. But none fell.
Strange, she thought, maybe it was possible to bury your sadness so deep even your
tears couldn’t find it.
He was kind enough to leave the cash on the dresser, so she didn’t have to touch it,
or look him in the eyes. He tried to kiss her on the cheek as he was leaving, but she’d
looked down at the wrong moment and his lips grazed her ear instead. I’m sorry.
It’s okay, she told him, but she wasn’t sure if it was.
Well. It’s... Thank you. What else was there for him to say?
It’s okay, she repeated, and shut the door on their shared shame.
Then she didn’t quite know what to do with herself. The house felt strange. The
rooms seemed bigger, emptier. She set about straightening things out – a phrase her
mother always used. What would she say if she knew? She stripped the bed and washed
the sheets, burned candles to cloak his scent, took the money off the dresser and carried
it around the house absently, wondering where to put it. She tried to shake the feeling
that she had lost something.
The more time passed, the worse things felt. It was like a coldness had crept in – a
force dark and vacant that sucked up hope and happiness.
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She found herself returning to the bedroom, over and over, and finally she found
something. It was sitting near the left leg of the iron bed frame – it must have rolled
under there when he was taking off his pants.
It was cold to touch, when she finally worked up the courage to poke it, and a little
damp, dust clinging to its shaking grey form. The closer she was to it, the emptier the
house felt. What was she supposed to do with this? It couldn’t stay there, polluting the
house with shaking, cold-wet abandonment.
She punched the client’s numbers into the phone – numbers that he’d called from,
awkward and earnest to arrange their meeting – but it took much longer to press the
green call button. He answered on the third ring, just as she was preparing to hang up.
Hello?
It’s Emma, she started, but didn’t know how to finish.
Oh. Hi. Silence. Um?
It’s just. This was worse than she had imagined. You left something here. It rolled
under the bed, I guess.
He checked his pockets: wallet, phone, keys. He’d had nothing else to leave.
There’s nothing missing. His voice was gruff now. This wasn’t how it was meant to
work. He was supposed to be able to walk away and forget her and her soft sheets and
her picture-less walls and her pretty face that looked like it could crack at any minute.
I think it’s – I think it’s...
She couldn’t finish the sentence, but she thought maybe he knew what she meant.
He laughed nervously.
I wouldn’t normally bother you but it’s – well it’s taking up the whole house.
He kept laughing, and it echoed with the dial tone in her ear.
She sat with the phone in her lap until the sun began to rise, until she’d finally
worked up the courage to go back into the bedroom and trap it, like a spider, under a
Tupperware container. Without touching it, she slid the lid under, sealed the box, hid it
in the highest, deepest corner of the panty and tried to forget it.

Years skipped by but the nights were long. Men came and went; some of them loved
Emma for the care and comfort she offered, some of them hated her for it. It was hard to
tell which was harder.
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There were men who’d lost their wives – lost, it always sounded so careless – to
disease or drugs or other men. Men in wheelchairs. Men too fat or old or nervous to go
into bars and chat to the pretty brunette in the corner. Men tethered to their jobs – long
hours behind desks, or underground, or out West. Men with coal dust under their
fingernails. Men who wanted comfort more than consummation. Someone soft to hold
and, if there was time, maybe someone to talk to.
After they’d left, she would wonder what to do with the stuff they left behind. By
now she had filled up the pantry, the kitchen cupboards, the spaces under the sink and
the stairs. She collected jam jars and ice-cream containers and take-away boxes –
anything with a lid would do – and as soon as the shaking grey mass was sealed inside,
she’d stuff it into drawers and cupboards, under her bed. Shelves sagged with it, and
doors groaned. Emma couldn’t keep track of it all. It would sneak up on her; she’d open
up a biscuit tin or jam jar and find herself standing in the kitchen, engulfed in what
someone else had left behind, until she recovered enough strength to get the lid back on.
It was becoming unbearable.
When she came close to spreading the stuff on her toast for the third time (she’d run
out of room in the freezer and had begun stashing the wretched stuff in empty margarine
containers in the fridge), she decided enough was enough. She loaded up all the jars and
boxes into her car and drove to the corner of Maxwell and Gordon Street.
Seth had worked at Safe as Houses for long enough to have seen almost every type of
person come through. Emma wasn’t like any of them. She didn’t look seedy or broken
or dirty, just a little tired. Rest-less. It was a shame, Seth thought, because she could’ve
been pretty.
I need to rent a storage space. She was clutching her handbag a little too tightly.
Why was she so nervous?
That’s what we’re here for. He clattered away on the computer. We’ve got 20, 30
and 40 cubic metre spaces free right now. I guess you want one with 24 hour access,
right?
Emma looked around. Not really. I won’t need much access. I’ll take one of the big
ones. Was it 40 cubic metres?
Seth raised a pierced eyebrow. Badly pierced, like he’d done it himself. 40?
Whattare you storing in there?
Nothing.
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Is it drugs? Seth was eager for drama. A body? Seth had always hoped someone
would store a body in one of the lock-ups, give him something to really talk about.
Except you wouldn’t need 40 cubes for a body, you’d just get a smaller space.
A body? Like a dead body? No, of course not. What gave you that idea? Emma
looked around. She leaned forward and whispered. I’ve got too much – the word felt
strange, even before she could say it. Seth waited. Emma let it roll around on her tongue
before she let it go and finally spoke it.
Loneliness. She whispered. I need somewhere to put it.
Ah. Seth shrugged. It wasn’t really any stranger than boxing up a bitter divorce, or
shutting away the memory of a dead lover, or a child who’d gone off the rails, or old
collections of baseball cards or crappy furniture that was falling apart at the seams. Still,
he gave her an extra padlock, just in case. Night shifts were hard enough without a
bunch of loneliness leaking out.
The storage unit worked for a while, but eventually the loneliness started to pile up
again. It was one of her clients, a Regular, who suggested a solution.
They were lying in bed when he noticed the bulge in the wardrobe door. You got a
water leak or sommin?
Emma followed his gaze to the wardrobe and her chest tightened. No, it’s nothing.
But the Regular was already getting out of bed. No really, the damp must’ve got in
there, it’s not closing properly. I’ve got some tools in the car, but. He hated the idea of
her doors bulging with no-one to fix them. I could fix it for you. Emma was the kind of
girl you wanted to do things for, even if she didn’t belong to you. He yanked the door
open.
They both watched as a cascade of bottles tumbled out. Two of them shattered in
the fall.
Jesus. What the hell is all this?
Silence. The lonely jelly trembled. It wasn’t so much grey as colourless, and as it
seeped into the floorboards it felt like it was taking the colour from everything else.
Emma could feel its cold grip filling the room. She pulled the sheet tight around her and
turned away.
Em, is this what I think it is?
Emma sighed. You can’t call me Em.
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The Regular shrugged. This stuff’s worth a lot of money if you know where to take
it.
Emma didn’t move. He left a name and number with the cash on the dresser.
It took her three weeks and two hang-ups to call the Regular’s contact. The phone rang
and a brisk voice answered. Emma was sure the woman on the other end would be
dressed in black, an immaculate set of acrylics anchored to fingers tapping the
keyboards with certainty.
How can we help you?
It was awkward. How was she supposed to phrase this? I’ve got some loneliness.
The fingers tapped. Uh-huh. How much?
Emma looked around. How do you mean? It didn’t make sense – how were you
supposed to measure loneliness?
The fingers paused, frustrated. How many cubic centimetres?
Emma didn’t know. There was her wardrobe, and the guest wardrobe, plus the
cupboard under the stairs. Then there was the back shed, and the space beneath the
couch. Two pantry shelves, the freezer, the third shelf of the fridge, and the spare
bathroom under the house –
Jesus. Where did you find it all? You’re looking at thousands of dollars there.
Emma shrugged, even though the woman couldn’t see her. And the storage shed. I
think that’s 40 cubic meters –
The fingers were happy now. They had plenty of information to enter. We’ll send
someone over tomorrow morning, the woman promised. They’ll be able to give you a
better idea of what it’s worth and take it off your hands.
Oh. Emma wasn’t ready to hang up.
Silence.
Was there something else?
Emma didn’t know if it was polite to ask, but she did anyway. It’s just, I was well, I
was wondering – What do you do with it?
The woman sighed. There was another call coming through. We sell it.
Oh. Again. How exactly –
Another sigh. The fingers were already reaching for the button that would switch
the woman to the second line.
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It depends on the client, really. Internet dating sites, pet stores, porn. And the food
industry, of course. They all trade on loneliness.
Emma looked across at the cupboard and its bulge. Well, thanks.
The finders paused as the woman after-thought: Actually, I don’t suppose you’ve
got any low self-esteem sitting around?
Emma shook her head. No. Just the loneliness.
Shame. Beauty industry goes nuts for it. And with that, the fingers hung up the
phone.
It could have ended there, but it didn’t.
The men came, as promised, with a truck big enough to cart the loneliness away
and a cheque large enough to ensure she wouldn’t have to invite it back into her house
or life again. It was a good deal, she knew it was. A lot of other girls would have taken
it.
But Emma wasn’t a whore, or a buxom-blonde-dreaming of you, or a DD-cup
hottie, or 18yo beauty, or an exotic, kinky little doll, or some chesty-gymnast-will-twistyou-into-positions-you-never-dreamed-possible. She was just Emma – as sad and lost as
the men she tried to heal, and swept up with the rest of the town in the boom that
promised everyone a future it couldn’t deliver.
She sighed, watching the loneliness quivering in its jam jars and ice cream
containers and Tupperware and shoeboxes and zip-lock bags. And then she made the
men unload it. It would take days to put it all away, and then she’d have to take on extra
shifts to afford the second storage shed she was going to need. She could turn away the
loneliest clients, she supposed, it was just so hard to tell how lonely they were until they
stripped off their shoes and shirts and masks. And then it was too late to turn them
away.
I’m sorry, she told the men as they unloaded it. I really am. It’s just – She knew
they wouldn’t understand her explanation. It’s not mine to sell.
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Aquariums are for children and creeps
Aquariums are for children and creeps. And, at 29 and pretty, Nina was popular with
both. She had strawberry cheeks, olive skin, apple eyes and a caramel smile. Good
enough to eat. Or kiss. Or stare at longingly. And stare they did. Especially Doug. It
wasn’t like he had a lot else to do.
Doug was excited. It was hard to tell, because his jowls sagged at the same dejected
angle whatever his emotions, and his dumpy body had trouble expressing passion. But
in his heart he was excited. He could see the clock through the receptionists’ office
door, and it was nearly 9:00am. Only a few more minutes.
Nina arrived at 8:56. She was late, as usual, but Doug didn’t mind. She always
arrived through the staff entrance out the side, so he never saw her come in. Only her
hurried ghost in the window, as she threw her bag under the counter, swept back her
hair, and tried in vain to smooth her unironed uniform across that little body of hers.
Christ she was hot. Doug knew he didn’t have a chance but – well, a guy can look.
The clock ticked over. 8:58. Not long now.
Doug paced. Floated. Lumbered. It was hard to find a verb that adequately
described the way he moved. Wiggled, perhaps. He was restless.
8:59. Nearly time. The aquarium opened at 9:00, and Doug wondered what kind of
people he’d share it with today. Hopefully not many, he liked it better when it was
quiet.
And then it was 9:00 and Nina, pretty Nina, was opening the door with those pretty
little hands and smiling that pretty smile at the people waiting outside and – was it? It
couldn’t be. Not again. A fucking bus.
The kids from St Stephen’s Primary descended like a plague, squealing with
excitement, pointing with glee at pictures of jellyfish, sharks and dolphins. Their harried
teacher wore a greasy tie, badly-dyed moustache and a lopsided smile, which he flashed
hopefully in Nina’s direction.
Mr Muggins, he said, stretching out a hand. I usually teach sport but their homeroom teacher was sick. He tried unsuccessfully to gather the noisy group in the foyer.
Doug cursed. Loudly. He didn’t care if the ankle-biters heard him.
Doug hated school groups. They stood too close to the exhibits, smeared their
fingers on the glass, coughed all over things, made stupid comments and squealed. In
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fact, if another one of those brats squealed, Doug thought he might use his immense
body weight to crush it. Trouble was, the adults were really no better.
That’s the fucking day ruined, Doug raged.
Or he would have raged, if his body could have expressed rage. Instead, his jowls
just sagged and his dumpy body quivered, as he floated in his glass prison, his misery
exposed for all the world to see.
Nina’s appearance later that morning wasn’t enough to make up for the three-dozen
school kids trailing after her. Come on, come on in, Nina urged, trying to ignore the boy
at the back picking his nose and rubbing it on the wall.
When they were finally arranged in a wiggling semi-circle around the tank, she
took a deep breath. Right, I want you all to meet Doug, one of our very special
residents. Nina usually saved Doug until the end of the tour.
Yeah. He looks special, someone at the back yelled, to a chorus of giggles.
Nina tried not to notice. Does anyone know what kind of animal Doug is?
A sea-pottamus, one kid yelled. An alien, yelled another. An alien with flippers.
What happened to its nose? one of the girls up the back asked.
Yeah, looks like it got hit onna nose.
Did it have annaccident?
You’re an accident.
Max had an accident in his pants in Miss Minchin’s class …
Nina was losing control of the kids. Mr Muggins tried to calm them down,
concerned the misbehaviour would ruin his chances with the pretty guide.
He’s a dugong, Nina tried to smile. He’s quite rare. There are only a few places in
the world where you can see a dugong in an aquarium.
That’s cos no-one wants to see a stupid dun-gong, the nose picker muttered.
Whennare we gunna see a shark?
Doug sighed. He should be used to this, but he wasn’t.
You can look at it through rose-coloured glass and sugar-coat it with all the generosity
you’ve got, but the kindest thing you can say about a dugong’s appearance is that it’s
unfortunate.
Usually people said much worse. Every day Nina escorted tours through what the
aquarium euphemistically called Dugong Cove – a large tank with a few fake rocks and
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pictures of a sandy bay behind it. And every day, people commented, disparagingly.
Today was no exception.
What is it? Someone asked, peering at Doug.
It’s weird. Like a dolphin and a hippopotamus had a baby.
And then dropped it, someone else added and everyone laughed.
In the years she’d been taking the tour Nina had heard Doug called a lot of things.
The manatee’s ugly cousin. The only thing uglier than a walrus. The ocean’s version of
Margaret Thatcher, with elephantiasis.
Nina always tried to defend him. You know, in Egypt they call the dugong arusa el
bahar: The beauty of the sea, she told the crowd. And in Brazil, the word for dugong
translates as womanfish. The Kenyans call her the Queen of the Sea and in Indonesia
she’s Princess Dugong.
But the aquarium-goers just laughed. By the time she got to her spiel about the
mermaid legend, someone was sniggering so hard they were starting to weep.
You might be surprised to learn that dugongs are believed to be the creature at the
heart of the mermaid myth, Nina said. See, when dugong are suckling their young, they
float on their back and hold them against the teats on their chest with their flippers.
Sailors often imagined they were mermaids.
Then there was more laughter and someone joked that it’d take a lot of lonely
months at sea before that thing would look like a good catch. And a lot of rum.
Doug could hear everything they said. He stared back through the glass. If he’d had
shoulders he might have shrugged but he didn’t, so he just floated there. And when he
couldn’t take any more, he moved away from the glass.
Someone squealed. Look at him swim – he wiggles. It’s almost cute.
It is, someone agreed. Oh, he’s smiling.
Of all the cosmetic failings evolution had dealt him, that was the most unfortunate.
The flaps over his mouth were hung in something that did look a lot like a grin so Doug
had no way to tell the tank-gazers he was far from happy. The viewers pointed and
stared and tapped on the glass. They took photos with him in the background, bloated
their own faces to parody Doug’s gormless expression of smiling contempt. They shot
vision, excited to go home and upload the videos to Youtube, with upbeat 80s
electropop over the top. And all the time, they told themselves he liked it.
After photos, it was feeding time.
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Usually dugongs feed on seagrass, Nina explained, but the supplies of seagrass
have started to dwindle. It’s one of the reasons dugongs are endangered. Harvesting
seagrass would threaten the environment and other dugongs, so we feed Doug lettuce.
The crowd stirred, surprised. Lettuce?
Yes, lettuce. Like what you eat in your sandwiches. Only Doug eats a lot of it.
On cue, a mass of leaves dropped into the tank, and Doug really did smile as he
swam over to it.
He eats about 50kg of lettuce a day – that’s about 10 boxes.
The crowd oohed and ahhed as Doug started eating.
Oh, that’s so cute. Ugly, but cute, the crowd murmured, endeared until someone
noticed the way he ate.
Look at it falling out of the side of his mouth. Talk about floaters. Gross. You can
see it floating to the surface.
Nina kept explaining as the viewers stared, transfixed, at the eating process.
Sometimes we change it up a bit – give him spinach or something for variety. But
usually it’s cos lettuce.
Doug munched.
He eats for about 14 hours.
He swallowed. Which left another 10 hours of the day to fill, he thought sadly.
When the doors were finally locked at 4:30, Nina set about cleaning up. The day’s
aquarium-gazers had left a sea of their own; she moved from room to room, gathering
up chip cups and sandwich papers and chocolate wrappers and soft drink cans and
popcorn kernels left in their wake. What was it about staring at sea creatures that made
people so hungry?
But gluttony wasn’t the only sin her patrons had committed that day. Amidst the
debris was something so horrible Nina wasn’t sure she could get close enough to sweep
it into the pan. Lying in the corner, a grotesque blob against the wave-patterned 80s
carpet, was the worst thing she’d ever found. A used condom.
Doug couldn’t help himself. You probably don’t want to know this – he began,
unapologetically.
Nina looked up. Who was that? She’d shuffled the last patrons out and locked the
doors already.
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It was that old couple, Doug said. You know. The ones in matching velour
tracksuits.
Nina looked around. Who was talking? She glanced up at the viewing stalls and
peered down into the hallway: no-one.
They came in just after lunch – when nobody else was around, Doug went on.
Nobody except me, of course.
Nina’s apple eyes pickled with fear. There was nobody here. Had all those
afternoons alone cleaning this damp shithole finally taken their toll? Had she lost it?
She stumbled. The world came and went in waves, aqua like the carpet, and she reached
for a turquoise wall to steady herself. There was no-one in here, or behind the benches,
or around the corner. Just an echoing room, and the glass case and the dugong, of
course, but that was ridiculous –
Nina finally met Doug’s dopey grey eyes.
I don’t know why you look so queasy, Doug said.
This was ridiculous. It couldn’t be happening. She was going mad. Nina tried to
focus. It couldn’t be. Not the dugong.
I mean if anyone’s going to be ill, it should be me, Doug went on. I was the one
who had to watch it…
But Nina didn’t hear him. She was stumbling to the door, trying to grab her bag and
phone and keys – where were the keys? She just wanted to be out of there. Finally she
crashed through the door, and locked it twice behind her.
Nina did come back the next day. She had to, she needed the work. But she was careful
to ensure she wasn’t alone with the dugong. After the aquarium was locked, she cleaned
the other exhibits but let the debris pile up in Dugong Cove. She knew she’d get in
trouble eventually, but she didn’t care. That thing was creepy.
Doug was lonely. He should never have spoken to her, he thought, he was bound to
freak her out. Now it was worse than ever. Now he only had the turtle across the
hallway for company, and turtles were such pillocks. He ate 14 hours, every day, and
for the other ten hours he just floated there, hoping she’d come back.
When he’d first arrived, the aquarium had held a competition to name him. After much
deliberation they had settled on “Doug”, not because it was any better than the other
entrants’ suggestions (Henry, Maddox, Ping-Ping, Daisy, Elvis and Whiskey, to name a
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few), but because the nomination had come from a dumpy, lugubrious kid in a
wheelchair, and in the end the whole ordeal had nothing to do with the name itself and
everything to do with the number of press centimetres the naming stunt could generate.
The aquarium manager joked over a beer with a mate that, as it turned out, a pudgy
cripple and a dugong could generate quite a lot of publicity for a run-down aquarium.
When the newspaper photographer came to take the shot, Doug had tried to convey
his distaste for the whole phoney, self-serving farce – made worse by the fact they’d
dragged that poor kid into it too. But his unfortunate expressionless face failed to
capture that sentiment for the photograph. If anything, people said as they stared at it
over breakfast, it looked a bit like he was smiling.
A week after the condom incident, Nina got an email. It was short, curt and signed by
her manager – who never actually came to work and who she’d long suspected was
using the aquarium as a front for another, less legal, business. Nina, it read. There’ve
been complaints about the mess in Dugong Cove. Clean it, or clear out.
That night Nina cleaned the rest of the aquarium, more thoroughly than usual. She
picked up every lolly wrapper and even chipped the dried up chewing gum off the back
of the blue chairs in the Life Under The Sea viewing room. She straightened and readhered some of the peeling posters. She dusted the fading starfish models hanging
from the roof in the cafeteria.
When she’d done all that, it was 7:45pm. She wasn’t getting overtime, the place
was spotless and there was just one room left to attend to. She felt sick when she
thought about it, but it had to be done. She stood outside the door to Dugong Cove for
ten minutes, willing herself to enter.
When she did go in, she didn’t make eye contact with Doug. Her heart beating
erratically, she ran between pieces of rubbish, swept them into her pan with the shaky
intensity of someone trying to catch a spider. There was such a lot of rubbish, it seemed
to take an eternity to get it all. Finally, she scurried towards the door and, just as she
was fumbling for the light, heard the thing she had been dreading: The voice.
Sorry I scared you.
She looked up. Doug’s face was just inches away, on the other side of the glass. He
blinked.
It’s okay. Actually, it wasn’t okay. It was a long way from okay. She was shaking.
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But while Nina was a lot of things, she wasn’t rude. It’s just – I just – you know,
just didn’t expect you to talk. She hovered by the door.
Doug wiggled forward a little in the water. Nina brandished the broom at him,
taking a rapid step backwards.
He paused.
She hovered.
They stared at each other some more. It was definitely him. She didn’t know how
he was speaking. His lips didn’t move, but his eyes expected an answer.
Let me make it up to you. Maybe we could catch a movie sometime? Or go get a
burrito?
Nina laughed, in spite of herself. If she was going crazy, she might as well enjoy it.
The next day, Nina found herself watching the clock, waiting for 4:30. She wanted to
know if it would happen again. At 4:27, she kicked a creepy man with a greasy combover and a guy with a skateboard out so she could lock up, then raced through the other
rooms, picking up trash.
But when she got to Dugong Cove, she found herself nervous again.
Hi, Doug said, when he saw her hovering.
Hi. Nina said. She started sweeping.
I’ve been wondering, Doug began. What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like
this?
Nina laughed. Doug didn’t. Seriously, why do you work here? Surely there’s
something better you could be doing.
Nina leaned on her broom. I saw the ad in the paper and I guess I thought it would
be cool – that I’d be swimming with dolphins or something, not cleaning up empty chip
packets for $16 an hour.
Doug coughed. Or spluttered. Or whatever you call the noise a dugong makes in
surprise-rage. You wanted to swim with dolphins?
Nina shrugged. I guess.
Dolphins?
Doug was furious.
There are things people don’t tell you about dolphins. Terrible things. A handful of
people who know the truth but mostly people don’t like to hear about it, because
they’ve always thought of dolphins as cute and smart and apart from humans they’re the
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only other animal who has sex for pleasure. People like the clean-living, trick-doing,
sweet-little-beak-smiling, surfer-saving dolphin image.
But Doug knew the truth about dolphins. Let me tell you something about dolphins,
he began, already worked up enough to ripple the surface of the water.
Everyone thinks dolphins are great. Ooooh, look how cute dolphins are. Oooh, I
wish I had a pet dolphin. Oooooh, dolphins are so smart. And hey, it probably is okay
to be a dolphin and ride all those nice waves of adoration all the time. But, Doug leaned
forward, the thing about dolphins…
He paused for dramatic effect.
… is they’re a pack of bastards.
Nina rolled her eyes. She liked dolphins.
Doug continued. You’ve probably heard that they’re the only animal apart from
you lot who have sex for pleasure, right?
Nina nodded, someone had told her that at a party once. It was kind of cool.
Well that’s not as cool as it sounds. See, it’s all smooth seas and kippers when the
lady dolphin goes along with the dolphin lovin’, but sometimes she refuses. Which is
fair enough. I wouldn’t want to get jiggy with a dolphin either.
Nina decided not to tell Doug the idea of him getting jiggy with anything made her
feel ill.
But when a lady dolphin refuses the man’s advances, he leaves. And then comes
back. Doug wiggled his snout, pointedly. With friends.
Nina kept sweeping.
Doug cleared his throat. Dolphins gang-rape other dolphins. Nina looked up and
Doug, happy to have a captive audience, went on.
And it gets worse.
Another dramatic pause.
Dolphins, he went on, Your precious, I’m-so-cute-and-smart dolphins, commit
infanticide. They murder their young. Poor, defenceless, innocent dolphin babies whose
only crime was being born a fucking dolphin.
The water was getting choppy. Doug thundered around the tank. Dolphins are
gang-raping, baby killing bastards. They’re a pack of assholes. They’re awful. And noone cares. I mean, you wouldn’t put up with this shit from an ugly animal – you
wouldn’t let porpoises or sharks or, I don’t know, dugongs get away with this. But
dolphins have that beak smile going on and so you paste posters of them everywhere
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and make little silver dolphin earrings and let them star in B-grade movies. It makes me
sick.
Doug finally paused for breath.
So I’ll thank you not to mention dolphins in my home again.
They never spoke of dolphins again, but they talked about almost everything else. They
spoke about life and art and love and everything in between. About cyclists and why
they wear such tight pants and whether it’s memory that makes us who we are, and
currents and where they wash us. Nina told Doug about what it’s like to carry a school
bag, and run in a cross-country tournament and lose your virginity to the first boy who
told you that you were pretty and to eat meat and to sweat and to wear clothes and
wander on the beach and what the air smells like after rain. And Doug told her about the
way time melts underwater and what it’s like to be hit by a boat’s propeller and be
chased by a shark and to suckle young and float aimlessly on a sunny day and how
turtles are a bunch of pillocks and the intricacies of mating when you’re essentially a
lump of graceless flesh and what the water smells like after rain.
Sometimes she’d smuggle in bunches of Chinese cabbage or bok choy for him and
a joint for herself and together they would sit/float and eat/smoke and, usually at the end
of the night, they would tell each other what it was like to be stranded in a shitty
aquarium with peeling aqua walls.
Over time, the girl and the dugong became friends. It was a strange, sweet
friendship – like something you’d see in a Disney movie, only with more swearing and
a cheaper soundtrack.
But one day he blurted it out, and ruined everything. Nina, I need you to get me out
of here.
The aquarium played instrumental versions of sea-themed classics like Octopus’
Garden, and Under the Sea on a soul-crushing loop and at this point the looped violins
swelled to fill the awkward silence that hung between them.
Don’t be ridiculous. Nina was smoking. She exhaled.
I’m not. I can’t stay here. It’s killing me.
Nina inhaled deeply. Well it’s not like I can smuggle you out in my handbag.
Doug looked hurt, underneath his permanent not-a-real-smile.
Well, I can’t, Nina snapped.
Doug floated away. You could. If you wanted. There would be a way.
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He asked her again the next day, and again the week after that. He asked so often Nina
got tired of hearing it. It was so much to ask. Too much.
Doug and Nina’s friendship grew tense. He got needy, floated near the doorway, his
grey eyes hoping she’d come in to chat. She started to make excuses to leave once the
Cove was clean – an exercise class, or a dentist’s appointment, or a date.
One day she was scrubbing a particularly stubborn Coke stain from the awful carpet
when the sound of Doug’s incessant chomping became too much. I can see why they
call you a sea cow.
Doug stopped chewing. What did you say?
Nina faltered. I just meant… She couldn’t work out what to say next.
Doug waited, lettuce bits floating in front of his face. No, go on, tell me what you
meant. Silence, except the bubble of the aerator, and the swish of the turtle across the
hall swimming away.
Did you mean I’m gross? You know, trapped in here, with all my bodily functions
on display for everyone else’s viewing pleasure? That makes me gross?
Nina chewed her lip.
Do you mean that maybe I should control my nature, or at least hide it? Like you
all do? Or did you mean that I should eat less? Or something different – popcorn,
perhaps? Or use a knife and fork, maybe – would that help? Doug was beginning to bob
up and down, sending waves over the tank’s overflow.
All this time, all the time you’re out there making thick-witted jibes at the way I am,
you don’t think I don’t watch you? You don’t think I don’t stare at you and your curious
ways and your fucking grotesque bodily functions?
Nina swallowed.
I mean, Christ – Christ – you say that I’m fat, that I’m awkward and weird looking,
but at least I can blame it on evolution. I’ve had people point at me and call me fat, as
the grease from the bucket of chips they’re shovelling into the abyss they wishfully call
their mouth runs down their sausagey fingers. People calling me – or my face –my tail –
stupid as they spout bigotry from their filthy mouths – I mean shit, where do you think I
learned to curse like this from? TV? And I get to float here and watch people whose
outfits are worth more than most people’s weekly income call me ridiculous. You know
what’s ridiculous? People wearing pleather leggings – I mean, what the fuck is
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pleather? Why would you put it on your legs? – and they’re standing there in pleather
actually calling me ridiculous. And all the while I’m trapped in here, watching the
fucking craziest, most monstrous side show imaginable, a real carnival of freaks and
there’s no one else – except the turtle, and turtles are such pillocks – no one else in here
to point with me and say WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH IT? WHAT HAPPENED
TO ITS FACE? WHY IS IT LIKE THAT? Because they’re all out there pointing at me.
Doug spat the last of his lettuce in rage. It’s like no-one ever fucking heard of irony.
And with that he mustered whatever dignity hadn’t been taken from him, and
lumbered to the far corner of the tank. Nina tapped, trying to apologise, but he didn’t
want to hear it. That night, Nina decided she would do it. She would break out the
dugong.
Even shitty aquariums have security systems, and smuggling a 400kg mammal that can
only go seven minutes without water is not an easy task, especially when you’re a slimbuilt girl with a pathological commitment to following the rules. Nina didn’t tell Doug
about her decision, because she wanted to figure out a plan first – she couldn’t face the
droopy hope fading from his eyes if it turned out the escape wasn’t possible.
She started researching. When the aquarium was quiet, she would google dugong
facts – height, weight, oxygen and water needs. But there’s only so far an internet
connection and a few posts on Ask Jeeves can get you – she knew she needed to step it
up. So she called the Singapore Aquarium, pretending to be a dugong trainer making
inquiries about a potential move to a larger dugong enclosure.
The scientist was pleasant, if a bit crisp. They’d done the same thing last month –
quite a process. Without the team of aquatic vets on loan from the university to monitor
the dugong’s temperature and exposure to oxygen as it was winched and wheeled from
tank to tank, he told her, it would have been impossible.
She went pale. He said a bunch of other things about tank temperature and seagrass
and hoping it all went well, but all she heard was impossible. Doug was stuck here.
She spent the next two days terrified that Doug was going to ask her to break him out
again but she needn’t have worried. He’d been sad lately, sluggish. He’d stopped asking
since the outburst, and now he just floated, sullen, in his tank and gorged on lettuce.
Nina knew she should spend more time with him, but she’d been so busy with the plan
– and now it was for nothing.
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Then, when everything seemed lost, the phone rang. It was the manager.
Nina, there’s been a bit of a balls up with some equipment. We’re shifting a new
shark into the predators’ tank, but he doesn’t get there til tomorrow. In the meantime,
I’ve got a winch coming in ahead of schedule at seven and no-one to meet it. Nina
couldn’t believe what she was hearing. I need you to get the boys to park it out the back
and lock the keys under the desk so the techs can get them when the shark arrives at
dawn.
Nina wrote the details down. Sure, she told the manager. I’ll log the overtime for
you too.
The manager laughed. Overtime? The laughter faded in the receiver. Right. So 7pm.
He hung up. Nina suppressed the first bubbling of a hysterical giggle.
Nina tapped on the glass. Doug, she called. Doug was in the corner, binging on lettuce.
He pretended not to hear her.
Doug. She tapped louder. Come here.
He lumbered away, as far as he could go.
Come on, it’s important.
But Doug was steadfast in his snubbing. Nina sighed. She went back reception, took
a giant marker and scrawled IT’S ON. MIDNIGHT. YOU’RE GOING TO BE FREE on
a piece of cardboard and taped it to the tank.
As she locked the doors and went to meet the delivery boys, the mania bubbled in
her stomach. She hoped Doug could read.
By the time the delivery arrived – 40 minutes late – the mania had moved to Nina’s
throat. She showed the boys where to leave the winch-car, and took the keys from them,
pursing her lips together so the giggle didn’t escape. It was perfect. A dugong-sized
cradle suspended from a heavy metal arm. And a good-sized engine – hopefully good
enough to get from tank to jetty in less than seven minutes.
As she turned to lock the gate, one of the delivery boys turned to the other and
muttered: She was pretty hot. Shame she looked so crazy.
It probably wasn’t necessary, but Nina dressed up. There was a chance she was going to
go down for this, and if that happened she wanted to look good. The look she was going
for was femme fatale, but unfortunately she had a wardrobe full of florals and lace. She
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managed to find a full black skirt and red-striped blouse in her housemate’s washing
pile, and swept her dark hair into a low bun.
The giggle began to escape in fits as she coated her pretty lashes in mascara, lined
her pretty eyes in kohl and painted her pretty mouth red, using a lipstick that had come
free with a magazine long ago. She’d never felt bold enough to wear it before tonight.
The air was warm and thick. As she pulled out of her driveway, she noticed a red
hibiscus hanging over her neighbour’s fence. On a whim, she pulled on the handbreak,
leapt out, picked the flower, tucked it behind her ear and sped off, towards the
aquarium.
As it turned out, Doug couldn’t read. But when, at 11:56, a churning sound filled the
tank and the aquarium roof began to peel away to reveal what looked like some kind of
gypsy pirate on the seat of a winch-car he got the general idea.
Nina parked the machine on the ledge designed for just that and peered down. You
ready? She yelled.
Doug nodded. He’d been ready for years.
Nina pointed at the winch-car. I’m going to lower the stretcher and you’ve got to
get on it. Normally there’d be a bunch of people to help you but – you know.
The giggle threatened to escape again. Nina swallowed it.
Then, I’m going to haul you up. After you leave the tank we’ve got seven minutes to
get you into the sea. She thought she saw Doug recoil a bit. Any questions?
Doug tried to find the words. Nina, are you sure this is –
Nina smiled at him. You’re in good hands.
Doug shook his giant head. No, I mean –
But Nina was already in the winch-car cab, lowering the stretcher into the water.
Just as it hit the water, Doug noticed a shadowy form hovering nearby. The fucking
turtle.
Doug paused, guilty.
Off, are you? The turtle raised an eyebrow.
Doug floated. Yeah.
The turtle looked up at the winch, then back at Doug. Well, I hope it works out for
you. And with that, he swam away.
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Doug shook his head, then looked back to the surface. The stretcher was completely
submerged and Nina was frantically pointing to it. He lumbered over the top of it, tried
to arrange his rolling bulk onto the canvas evenly. Right. I’m ready.
Nina raised the stretcher, bit by jumpy bit, until it was nearly at the surface of the
water, then hopped out with a set of bungee leads. She grinned. Sorry, it was the best I
could do. She strapped him in as securely as she could, then jumped back in the cab. As
the stretcher broke the surface of the water, she hit the timer on her watch and waved it
at Doug. Right. Seven minutes. Try not to dry out too much. And struggling audibly
against the escaping giggle, she hit the accelerator. Or at least she thought she hit the
accelerator. She’d left the winch-car in reverse.
The tyres jumped backwards, a centimetre from sending Doug and her and the
winch-car and their crazy escape dreams into the tank. The stretcher swung wildly with
the force of the brakes and Doug’s immense weight but somehow, miraculously, they
steadied. There was no time to celebrate. Doug shouted: Let’s go.
This time, they were off.
As the town slept, the winch-car hurtled down the jetty. Wisps of Nina’s hair
escaped and flapped in the wind and Doug’s jowls fluttered as they bumped over each
weathered board. It was a peculiar sight – or would have been if anyone had seen them:
the gypsy and the dugong, fugitives, caught in seven-minute eternity as they careered
down the jetty in a stolen winch-car neither of them was qualified to drive. Doug
cracked first, breaking into a high-pitched schoolgirl giggle, and the sound of it was all
Nina needed to get swept up in the mania of it all.
They giggled, then laughed, great heaving sniggly-giggles bubbling up and out into
the night. Stop it, Nina tried to say. Stop laughing. You’re taking in too much air. You’ll
dry out. But that just made them both laugh harder and by the time they reached the end
of the pier their sides hurt from the weight of all that escaping happiness.
With less than a minute to spare, Nina braked at the edge of the pier and started
lowering the stretcher. Slowly, Doug felt the darkness of the sea wash over his drying
skin.
He was home.
There was no ledge, no convenient platform to help Nina detach the bungee cords,
so she jumped in after him, the cold water’s weight pulling against her skirt. She
fumbled against the darkness and cold to undo the hooks and set him free.
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Doug cleared his throat. Earlier, what I was trying to tell you. You know, once I go
– they’ll be after you. You’ll lose your job.
Nina laughed. I’d hardly call it a loss.
But Doug shook his head. It’s not just the job, Nina. The police – what if they
involve the police?
Nina struggled against a particularly tight strap. They probably will. You’re worth a
lot of money.
Doug looked at her carefully. You’ll have to go away then?
Nina smiled. I guess I will.
And then the ropes were off. Doug wiggled off the stretcher and they both floated
there, unsure what to do next. Suddenly, he embraced her in a wet awkward meeting of
flesh, careful not to crush her with his strength. It might have been the spray, but it
looked a little bit like he was crying.
Doug, you’re not crying are you?
Doug sniffed, defensive. You know in Thailand my tears are considered a strong
love potion. There are stories about women who have been transformed by them, taken
by the sea to live as sirens. You could come and live with me. He laughed, but it came
out wrong.
Nina pulled away from the embrace. It suddenly seemed a bit creepy. I have to find
someplace of my own, she said.
Doug drooped. I know.
Somehow, amidst the screams of the gulls and the crash of the waves, it seemed
silent.
Doug coughed. Or spluttered. Or whatever it is dugongs do when they’re awkwardsad. Thank you, he started. You know. For. This.
Nina looked away. The spray was getting in her eyes too. I know. And thank you. I
needed this – to get out – away. You know. She tried to smile. I needed it too.
Doug nodded. I know.
And then there was nothing left to say.
From the pier, Nina shivered as she watched him swim into the distance. Uncontained
by glass, his movements were fluid, graceful. She’d never seen it before. He was
beautiful. He lost his lumbering girth, and tumbled up and down in the waves easily, his
bulbous nose transformed by the hint of a smile. A real one.
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Hey Doug, she yelled. He turned.
Punch a dolphin for me.
He laughed, and then he was gone. She watched him until the horizon swallowed
him up – until she couldn’t see him at all anymore, just distant shadows beneath the
surface she hoped might be him.
As she turned to leave, the taste of his tears lingered on her cheek.
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Blackbird’s Song
In dead-end towns at the wrong end of what might as well be one-way highways, kids
with awkward haircuts and too much eyeliner smoke pot to pass the years until they
escape and wear black to prove they’re not like the others and immerse themselves in
the glorious melancholia of Springsteen and The Smiths and Catcher in the Rye
because, man, they know just how it feels.
But it’s hard to find another tortured artist who knows how it feels to have wings
sprouting out of your back.
It happened on a Monday. Shit things always happened on Mondays. Drunks got
drunker and the sun shone harder and teachers set more homework and Jimmy Petroni
dumped you because he’d hooked up with some chick from St Andrew’s at a party over
the weekend. And every Monday, Mr Muggins – who always stood a bit too close to the
pretty girls in their white sports shirts – never left enough time to get changed after PE
class, so Maria was always late for Maths.
It was bad enough they had to do PE in the first place. Summer made places like St
Stephen’s Secondary School’s under-funded sports field seem godless. Crows and
magpies squawked, menacing, as the teens lumbered around the brown wasteland,
bordered by a few pitiful rusting goal posts. The class had only been out there 35
minutes, but under the sun’s remorseless glower it felt like an eternity.
Maria, can you bring those soccer balls back to the storeroom? Maria was a pretty
girl, or at least, pretty enough for Mr Muggins to single her out for help. She had dark
hair, and darker eyes – a legacy of her Italian heritage, her father said – and moved her
delicate limbs with uneasy grace. She checked her watch.
I’m really supposed to get to –
Nonsense, Mr Muggins dismissed her through his moustache, which he dyed every
three weeks to conceal the brutal passage of time. Nonsense, he repeated, waving his
dismissal at the bag of soccer balls, it’ll only take a minute.
In fact – including the two awful jokes he told her – it took eight, which only left
Maria with a few minutes to change into her uniform and get to maths. She would have
to hurry.
By the time she got to the bathroom it was already crowded. Awkward no-longergirls waited to use one of three crummy changing rooms, while the better developed
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flaunted their assets in the open, bags spilling shirts, skirts, bras onto the green bench
and flicking their hair with false nonchalance. They were all uncomfortable – the haves,
the have-nots, and the have-too-muches. Sudden custodians of bodies they didn’t quite
know how to carry.
Maria didn’t have time to wait for one of the change rooms. Neither a have, nor a
have-not, a few shy curves had begun to break the angular edges of her lanky silhouette.
Tucked in a corner, she gradually manoeuvred her school uniform underneath her sports
shirt before taking it off. Then, careful not to expose her thighs, she slipped her
wrinkled school skirt over sports shorts, and removed them.
Straightening to button up her skirt, she caught one of the other girls staring at her.
A flush crept over her dark cheeks as she wondered what it was – her skinny arms, or
unruly curls, or the fine mist of hair above her lip – that had drawn attention this time.
She stuffed her sports gear into a bag and fled to face Miss Collins’ maths class. Her
stomach hurt.
The dull ache in her stomach persisted long after she had weathered Miss Collins’
sarcasm (Maria, nice of you to join us) and settled into the algebra equations. Next came
the cramps – great, heaving twists, like her own body had turned against her. And
finally, after the class had been set free for recess, the evidence. ‘It’ had arrived. Shit.
What was she supposed to do?
She found Lizzy sitting on the port rack chewing a straw and captivating two Year
10 boys with her blonde hair and half-truth tales. Lizzy, who already filled a C-cup and
whose uniform fit better than anyone else’s, who always knew what to say and what to
wear and how to make people listen, who somehow managed to use pet names without
sounding false – Lizzy was the kind of girl you went to with a problem like this. Maria
waited until the boys were distracted by a scuffle across from the science block and then
leaned in to whisper.
Do you have a – you know – a – Maria gave Lizzy a pleading look.
Oh, did you get … ?
Maria nodded. ‘It’ was never named – it was something to be whispered about at
the port racks. But that didn’t mean it was secret. Everyone knew, for example, that
Lizzy had got hers two years ago on school camp; she’d taken great delight in telling
them all what it was like. Em had been next, on her 13th birthday. Since then, everyone
in Maria’s group of friends had got theirs – everyone except Chelsea, who Lizzy said
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wasn’t eating enough to develop properly and might even have anorexia. And now
Maria was one of them.
Oh, hun, you poor thing, Lizzy clucked. Does it hurt?
Maria shrugged. Yeah, a bit.
Lizzy reached into the front pocket of her bag and, with practised skill, slipped the
little package into Maria’s hand, unseen. You know what to do?
Yeah, Maria answered looking across at the oval. ‘Course I do.
But it was a lie.
Maria didn’t know how to use a tampon for the same reason her skirts were always
badly ironed and her lunch was usually wrapped in whatever had been lying around the
kitchen – a bread bag, or a sheet of paper towel. Maria didn’t have a mother.
Cancer. Two years ago. It had taken her slowly. Oh, how terrible, people always
clucked when they found out, suddenly unable to find a natural position for their hands.
What kind of cancer? they would ask. As if it mattered, beyond the fact that it was the
kind her mother never recovered from.
Locked in the toilet stall trying to remember the instructions she’d looked up on the
internet just in case, Maria regretted the lie and wished Lizzie were there to talk her
through it. She stared at the tampon and felt the desperate loneliness of loss all over
again – keen and raw and jarring. That was the thing about grief, it was never far from
the surface. Someone only had to wear the same perfume or look at you a certain way,
you just had to glimpse a set of curls that look just like hers in the supermarket and your
heart would swell with unwanted hope and then tighten and plummet. All it took was a
teacher telling the class to make sure Mum signed the permission note, or a birthday
without a home-made cake, or the terrifying complexities of a tampon – and suddenly,
you were losing Anna all over again.
By the time Maria got back to the benches her friends were lounging on, the whole
group knew. They offered pats on the back and kind sympathy; someone gave her some
Nurofen for the cramps.
Later, girls she wasn’t even friends with flashed her knowing looks across the
classroom in history. But only Therese Kidmann offered something other than
sympathy. Running up to her in the corridor, she flung her arms around Maria and
beamed. Congratulations. You’re a woman now. Isn’t it exciting?
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Through the cramps, Maria couldn’t help smiling back. Therese was right. She felt
different. She had changed, deep inside – and nothing would ever be the same again.
Although they rode the bus together every day, Maria didn’t particularly like The Fly.
She didn’t particularly dislike her, either. The girl was pale and pleasant, but the most
interesting thing you could say about her was that she had Achromatopsia, which made
her eyes extra sensitive to light and prevented her from seeing colour.
Does it look weird? Maria had asked her once.
What? The Fly asked, puzzled.
You know. The world. Maria probed. Without colour.
Oh, The Fly shrugged. Not really. It’s just – it just is.
When she was outside The Fly hid her eyes behind strange thick bug-glasses that
wrapped all the way around her face. That was why the kids had started calling her that,
back in primary school. Maria knew it wasn’t very nice, but somehow the name had
stuck so well that now it just seemed normal.
Mr Grey says we have to complete our science assignments in pairs and I was
thinking about asking – you know, The Fly whispered to Maria, furtively looking around
the bus from behind her dark shades. When she was inside, she kept the glasses tethered
around her neck with a fluro elastic, just in case. The sun in Marvale was so fierce that
even inside, it was hard to escape it. About asking… him, The Fly whispered, even
softer this time.
Maria didn’t know why she was so worried about someone finding out about her
longstanding crush on Marty McLean, who was equally pale and boring. She turned to
see if he was on the bus but he wasn’t – instead she caught sight of her brother Lee up
the back of the bus, busy telling his mates a lewd joke.
Because, you know, The Fly continued, Andy Griffins and Mark will go together,
and so will Alex and Tom. Lisa and Martin will pair up – they can barely go to the
bathroom alone, and Nidhi and Danika, they’re a sure pair.
Maria leaned back into the cracking orange vinyl and stared out the window. She
had been sitting next to The Fly on the bus every day since year two – they were the
only two girls who went out past the mill. She’d thought about trying to sit elsewhere,
but The Fly was always staring expectantly when she boarded and there was no easy
way to break with routine now, after all these years. And of course Emily and Lizzy.
They’d pair up, wouldn’t they? The Fly added.
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Maria nodded and stared out the window. Brick housing estates with neat lawns
and matching Colorbond roofs sped past, further and further apart as the bus moved out
of town and more and more kids abandoned it. How was she going to tell her Dad?
The Fly twittered on. I thought so. Which puts me in with a chance. But it really
only works if Maggie and Tasha go together and they’re fighting over some guy they
met at the pool on the weekend. If they haven’t made up by Thursday, one of them will
probably ask me and then –
Maria figured it wasn’t the kind of thing you should spring on someone, especially
not someone like Dad. He didn’t take surprises well. But there wasn’t a lot of leading up
to it either. Maybe she should just add tampons to the shopping list, he’d have to get the
hint. But what if he didn’t go shopping for a while? She rested her head against the
dusty glass and winced as another cramp twisted her stomach.
The bus wheels kicked up dust as the tar turned to dirt road beneath them. Someone
had tried to plant roses out the front of a weather-beaten Queenslander, but they
drooped pathetically; like the rest of Marvale, they were waiting for the rain. It was so
dry, Maria thought, it was always so dry. That was the cruel reality of life on the land –
there was never enough rain in this country. And when there was, there was too much.
By the time it was her turn to get off, The Fly had executed an entire class plan she
would never have the guts to manipulate. A decade later she would marry a pale, boring
accountant – but she would always remember Marty McLean, the one who got away.
After The Fly was gone there were only two stops. The quiet was a relief, but Maria
still hadn’t perfected the script she was writing in her head. How was she going to tell
Dad? No longer hampered by his mates’ watchful eyes, Lee moved up to the seat across
from her. Out past the Roberts’ place it was safe to be seen together. How’s ya day? He
pushed his long dark hair out of his eyes. Jeez it was hot.
Maria shrugged and they rode the rest of the way in silence. The bus left them at the
road in a cloud of dust. They trudged the last 500 metres to the house, its verandah
sagging slightly in the front as if to greet them.
When she heard her father come back that afternoon, Maria stood in the doorway for
what felt like an eternity working up the courage to speak to him.
Vincenzo had started calling himself Vinnie when he’d worked out the rolling ‘n’
only made it harder to fit in at school, or in the club, or when he was filling in a bank
form. He was standing over the sink; he’d just got in from the fields and looked beat. He
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always looked beat. His hands and eyes had been hardened by a lifetime of hard work
and disappointment and waiting for the rain.
Maria took a deep breath. Are you going to the shops today?
Vinnie didn’t turn to face her. He soaped his hands, lathering the backs, scrubbing
the nails. I went yestaday.
Oh. Maria looked at her feet. Her shoes were scuffed and dusty, but nobody ever
told her to take them off inside. Are you going tomorrow?
Her father shook his head. Probly Thursday. Dunnno. Maybe Friday.
Oh. Shit. That was too long. Maria chewed her hair. It’s just I need –
If this is about the blooddy peanutbudder – Maria’s father jerked on the tap to wash
off the soap. He’d noticed the empty jar on the bench that morning. You kids can
blooddy well learn to write things onna list. Can’ta be rushinn off to the shops evry time
you lotta want somethingk.
This wasn’t a good time. Maybe she could tell him later. Maria went to leave the
room, then thought better of it. Her stomach twisted. She had to do it. She swallowed. I
need some … you know. Girl things.
Silence. Her father turned off the tap. His hands dripped into the sink.
Oh.
He looked around for something to wipe his hands on – nothing. He checked the
bench, the oven door, the hook under the kitchen sink – anywhere except his daughter’s
shy, expectant face. Finally he shook his hands and watched the drips form little
patterns on the cracking lino. He really ought to get this place fixed up a bit.
‘Course, luv. He patted Maria on the shoulder, leaving a damp mark on her school
blouse. I’llla go after dinna.
When Vinnie was 14 he’d been sent to boarding school. He’d arrived late one afternoon,
ten days after term had started, just before dinner. After kissing his mother’s damp
cheek goodbye – was it the heat, or tears that made it damp? – the boarding master had
sent him to the hall to eat. He sat there, alone on his table, surrounded by the noise of
strangers and staring at a dog-eared pamphlet he’d found in his pocket, somehow both
completely anonymous and conspicuous in his loneliness. He read that pamphlet, over
and over, as the overcooked meat and undercooked carrots caught in his throat, hoping
if he could just concentrate on those words carefully enough, nobody would notice that
he had nothing to say and nobody to say it to.
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Standing in the chemist – why did they always make these places so bright? – he
felt the same naked loneliness of boarding school, so keenly he could almost taste the
carrots all over again. He stared at the shelves, at the bright array of products he didn’t
understand. Slim pads and skinny pads and ultras with wings. Maxis and overnights and
regulars and lite-flows. Tampons with applicators and reinforced strings and leak
protection, in original or compax or heavy or light or super, super plus, skinny or
deluxe. It was too much.
The lights pounded him. It was too much. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It
wasn’t supposed to be him in this too-bright chemist, puzzling over what to buy, and
what to say to Maria, and how to get up each morning. It wasn’t supposed to hurt this
much, after so much time. It wasn’t fair for the ghosts of the life you should have had to
follow you – to creep up on you in chemists and supermarkets and taxation offices.
The ground threatened to disappear altogether. And without warning, the hole
Anna, his beautiful Anna, had left behind her widened – so ragged and deep and raw it
threatened to swallow him completely. Anna, who always smelled like frangipani and
whose hands were always cool to touch, who cooked the best roast he’d ever eaten and
who had laughed at his terrible jokes – he didn’t make them so often now, without her.
Anna, who would have known whether to buy super plus or skinny, was gone. And
he was alone in the 24-hour chemist with the faint scent of frangipani and the
unpleasant aftertaste of carrots.
Vinnie knocked on Maria’s door. She was in her pyjamas, finishing her maths
homework. He handed her the paper bag the lady at the chemist had put the supplies in,
a little damp and crumpled at the top where his rough, nervous hands had gripped it too
tight. I wassint sure whacha needed.
Maria looked inside. There were five different packets – five? What would she do
with all this? She wasn’t sure whether the sudden rush of emotion the package triggered
was gratitude, or pity, or hormones. Thanks, Dad.
Vinnie sat on Maria’s bed. It sank under him, leaving him perched uneasily on the
edge, most of the weight on his feet, trying to feign comfort. He looked at her walls –
covered with pictures of bands whose music he couldn’t understand. There’s some
painkillas too. He gestured at the bag. You know. Inncase id hurts.
It did hurt. The cramps had gone, but the dull ache was back – and had spread down
her legs, into her arms, across her back.
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Vinnie tried to swallow his own hurt. Yakknow –
His voice caught. He tried again. If you need –
Maria must’ve known that he couldn’t find any words to follow that up because she
finished for him. It’s okay Dad. You don’t have to. The girls at school – they – I already
know.
Vinnie smiled and got up, trying to straighten out the bed. Maria was already lost in
her homework again, or pretending to be. He put out a hand, ran it through her soft hair.
It felt strange to do that with hands that for so long had busied themselves with planting
and harvesting and fixing the machines.
Then he left the room, gently pulling the door closed behind him.
Maria stopped pretending over her homework. She let the pen fall and retreated to
her bed, curling her legs up underneath her. She tried to call back her mother’s face, but
time kept eating it away – softening the edges, changing her eye colour, blurring the
boundaries between who her mother was and who a mother was supposed to be. She
wanted to cry, to exorcise the deep heavy ache that had filled her body, but she didn’t
know where to start. And worse, if she did, she was worried she’d never be able to stop.
Maria pulled the cordless phone from where she’d hidden it under her school
jumper; her father could never understand why she needed to speak to people she saw
all day at school and only let her make calls on weekends. But she needed to talk to
someone and Lizzy would know what to do.
Is it sposed to feel like this? she whispered, when Lizzy answered.
Like what, babe? Lizzy never lowered her voice. She had a phone in her room, and
her parents didn’t care who she spoke to.
Everything hurts. Maria whispered. It’s in my bones. I feel weird.
Oh, hun, Lizzy clucked. It’s only for a few days.
That night Maria dreamed she was flying. The air was thick and warm and heavy – but
Maria was light now. The ache was gone and she flew high and higher, feeling the rush
of the air under her wings until she could feel the cool comfort of the breeze.
From her windowsill she soared up above their house, looking down on the
mulberry tree in the backyard, with the rusty swing no-one ever used any more creaking
slightly back and forth, back and forth. There was the olive tree her father had planted
when he bought the property so many years ago, and the roses her mother had tried to
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protect against summer’s harsh heat. They were haggard now that there was no-one to
tend them.
Maria flew across the cane fields – the cane flowers soft in the moonlight. Harvest
used to be her favourite time of year. At dusk, her Mum would stand with her and Lee
as Vinnie and the neighbours poured fuel on the cane stalks and set it alight. Gradually
the flames would take, in lines, roaring across the field and lighting up the sky, as
another wall of toads and rats and snakes and wallabies fled ahead of it. The air would
be warm and the smell rough and flakes of fragile ash would fall from the sky at
Maria’s feet. Queensland snow, they called it.
Maria flew past the fields to the places she wasn’t allowed to go. There was the
tractor shed and behind it the graveyard of rusting machinery that was cheaper to leave
back here than to dump or destroy it. There was the dam, behind the property, where
Lee would disappear for hours after the doctor told them Anna was sick. After she died
he stayed out all night, while Maria cried and Vinnie worried and Anna’s smell clung to
every surface of the house.
Maria circled around and took it all in from above. From up here, the farm didn’t
feel miles away from anywhere. And you couldn’t see the sagging porch or the cracks
in the bathroom tiles, and it was easy to look past the empty pantry and freezer full of
ready-made meals. You couldn’t see the piles of washing in the laundry that nobody
ever seemed to get around to doing, or the burns on clothes that Maria was too young to
be ironing, or all those photos nobody could bear to take down or bear to look at. From
up here, in the moonlight the house was pretty, maybe even beautiful, and she felt free.
She tried to laugh, but it came out all wrong.
Maria entered the kitchen just in time to see Lee tipping the last of the milk onto his six
Weet-Bix. She cracked. Tell me you didn’t just –
Lee shrugged. He mashed the little wheat bricks up with his spoon, then shoved a
heap in his mouth. Shoulddve god up earlier, he said without bothering to swallow first,
spraying drops of milk all over the table.
Maria couldn’t help being angry. Everything still hurt: her arms and especially her
back, which ached so deeply it burned. It seemed weird that she would feel it in her
shoulders – would it be like this every month?
You’re such a prick, she snapped. Lee’s Weet-Bix were swimming in milk. He
wouldn’t even eat it all.
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Maria, don talk to your brottha like that. Vinnie strode in, his tone rough and his
face raw. He’d already been up for hours, irrigating the back paddock, and he’d slept
badly.
But he’s used all the milk. Look at him. Vinnie looked at Lee, who shrugged and
kept eating. He doesn’t even need it all.
Vinnie sighed, filling up the kettle. Maria was right, Lee didn’t need all that milk
and he’d have to have black coffee now. Jus have some toast or somethingk.
I can’t, Maria snapped. We don’t have any peanut butter. She glared at her brother.
Lee finished that too. It was so unfair.
The boiling kettle gave Vinnie a start. He poured, then stirred an extra spoonful of
coffee into his mug. I’m not inna mood for this, Marria. I’ve got a million thingks to do
and I’ve had no sleep – blood-y bird scratchingk on the roof all night.
Maria rifled through the pantry for something to eat.
Yeah, I heard it too, Lee said. It was weird. He shoved the last spoonful in his
mouth. Bud if id tries singin lik thad again beffore dawn I’a gonna break ids stupid
neck.
Vinnie couldn’t help agreeing. It was strange. If he didn’t know better, he’d have
said it was a blackbird. He didn’t think they came this far north.
Lee swallowed. What was it?
Dunno for sure. Sounded likka blackbird. Vinnie almost hoped it was – their song
was clear and pretty and it was supposed to bring rain. If it did, it could stick around as
long as it wanted.
That night, Maria flew again. But this time, everything was different. There was no
cane. No rusting machinery. No cracked lino and faint smell of toast and radio blaring
from the back paddock. The creek was still there, and the slight slope up to where the
house stood – or would have stood, if only she could see it. And the rest was just empty
land, barren even of trees and scrub and guinea grass.
And standing there was Vinnie, or it looked like him, if you washed away the grief
and sun and worry. He was young and softer than he was now but he had the same
rough stride and piercing eyes. He was shielding his gaze from the sun – so strange that
it should be so sunny at night – and pointing at the patch of land where the house should
be. Then he was turning to someone next to him and saying –
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Maria felt the air leave her lungs and disappear from underneath her wings as she
saw the figure Vinnie was talking to. She lurched through the air. The woman was small
next to Vinne, and even younger, but as Maria looked at her, all the details she had
forgotten came flooding back. Pretty eyes and dark curls and the way she crinkled her
nose when she laughed and big hands, too big for a woman her size, and dark thin legs
and those pointy knees. Anna.
Maria flapped hard, propelling herself towards her mother, calling out her name but
only strange sounds came out. Great heaving cries she didn’t recognise that came from a
place of grief and loneliness and impossible hope.
Vinnie and Anna started, alarmed by the awful noise and the bird hurtling towards
them. They waved their arms and shooed, Vinnie placing himself in front of Anna’s tiny
frame. Maria stopped flapping, and landed on a branch a few metres away.
It’s watching us, she thought she heard Anna say, but Maria didn’t care. She was
memorising her mother’s face and the way she walked and laughed and moved. Because
soon this dream would be over, and she needed to take those things back with her, back
to the world where Anna was gone, disappeared so completely that no-one even knew
how to say her name anymore.
While Maria sat on the branch and watched, her father built a house on that
clearing, and her mother made it a home. Neighbours came to welcome them – the
Vellas from next door brought jars of pickles and Mr and Mrs Fanelli, a bottle of wine.
Anna grew roses and took up knitting, as if somehow she could soften the land, and the
lives they had chosen to live on it; Vinnie planted the olive tree, to remind him of home.
Together they tamed the land, planted cane and grew and harvested and waited for the
rain. More people moved in up the road. Vinnie made grappa and the two of them got
drunk and danced to old songs.
And then, after an eternity that seemed to unfold almost instantly, Vinnie spied
Maria sitting on the branch. He went inside and came back armed with a shotgun. Maria
knew her Dad was a good shot – too good – and she took off with all the strength and
speed and desperation she could muster. She flapped until her body ached and she was
far, far away from the house and her father and Anna, crinkly-nosed Anna, whose face
was already starting to fade from memory.
Maria was lost. She circled, scanning the wilderness trying to find something
familiar to head towards – where was everything? – as the night thickened and shadows
of night-creatures flickered below.
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Then she awoke, tangled in the sheets, as dawn made its way into her bedroom, and
sat trying to calm her racing heart. She turned on the lamp and looked around at the
familiar surroundings – the open maths text and a note Lizzy had passed in English, a
dirty sports uniform in the corner, Pete Wentz’s glossy smile, a little creased where the
magazine centrefold had cut him in half. Her breathing began to slow, but the creeping
terror and great loss lingered. They stayed with her long after the world regained its
solidity under the rising sun.
The next day Maria was exhausted. The dream still haunted her – at times it seemed
more real than science and recess and the notes Lizzy kept passing all afternoon.
Everything hurt – it wasn’t just her stomach, it ached all the way up her torso and back,
and her arms throbbed more than everything. Was it supposed to hurt like this? How did
women put up with this every month?
She sleep-walked through the day, desperate to avoid teachers asking her questions
she couldn’t get her mind to answer. Only one person penetrated the daze she was in.
When the bell rang at three, Maria joined the crush of students jostling for their
bags and felt the cool touch of a hand around her arm. It was Lizzy’s.
I’ve got to tell you something, Lizzy whispered, conspiratorial.
Lizzy dragged her to a quiet corner behind the science labs, looked around, and
whispered again. I heard something today. About you.
Maria leaned against the brick wall. When she was in primary school there had been
rumours. No-one ever said anything to her face, but the way they stared at her and the
things she overheard when she was in the bathroom had given it away. The other kids
said she was adopted, or that her parents were ‘abos’. Such a strange word to whisper in
accusation. And now it was happening again.
It’s Tim Cosby, in Year 10, Lizzy went on, twisting her hair round her finger. I think
he likes you. He told me he thinks you’re hot.
‘He thinks you’re hot.’ That was not what Maria had expected; she suppressed a
giggle. The strange, exciting words followed her to the port racks, where she retrieved
her bag, and onto the bus. They followed her home where they continued to whisper to
her as she tried to focus on her homework and her overcooked dinner. They played in
her mind and on her lips while she took her evening shower. Finally she was alone with
them. Those words.
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Stepping out of the shower, Maria made sure the door was locked. She took her
towel and wiped the steam from the mirror, then let it fall. Her naked reflection stared
back at her.
‘He thinks you’re hot.’ Her cheeks grew hot and she quickly covered herself with
the towel again. Maria turned to one side, then the other, trying to see herself through
Tim Cosby’s eyes. She twisted her hair into a bun, then smiled at her reflection – it
looked a little childish. She tried to change the expression into one of coy reserve
instead. It didn’t work either, it was too adult. She fitted neither role. She was half-girl,
half-woman. Incomplete.
She lifted her arms above her head and tried to dance, the way pop stars do on TV.
But the moves her reflection made were all wrong – they made her body look too long
and revealed the dark patches that had appeared in her armpits.
She leaned closer to the mirror to examine the hairs that had started to grow there.
They seemed to be multiplying by the day. Where once they were fine wisps, they were
now coarse and thick enough to see from a distance. Some of them were thicker than
others and bristly – almost like feathers. Gross. No boy would want to see that – and
they might see, if she lifted her arms high enough for her uniform to slip up her
shoulder a bit.
Maria checked the lock again, then gingerly opened the bathroom drawer. Her
Dad’s razor was there, next to the one he’d showed Lee how to use when the first wisps
of hair appeared on his chin. She could remember the day clearly – the two of them,
side-by-side in the mirror. Alone in the bathroom, she felt the weight of Anna’s absence
again – the space in the mirror where her mother’s reflection should be.
She squeezed some shaving cream onto her hands, and smeared it under one arm –
it was cold against her skin. Then, holding the razor carefully she began to shave. When
she had done one, she rinsed off the cream in the sink and began the other, just as
carefully. Just as she was finishing, a rap at the door caught her off-guard and the blade
bit into her skin.
Maria, what the hell are you doing in there? Lee yelled.
Maria scrambled to put the razor back in the draw and closed it. She stuffed some
toilet paper under her arm to catch the blood and threw on a t-shirt and pyjama pants.
Then, her heart beating hard, she opened the door and pushed past Lee.
About time. Dad’d kill you if he knew you were in there that long. Don’t you know
we’re in a drought?
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It was hot. So hot. Why was it so hot? Maria soared higher and higher, hoping for a
breeze to take the edge off the heat. But there was none, and the air thickened under the
flap of her wings. Her arms. Wings? She was tired.
She flew back towards the ground, towards the forest that covered the farm, and
searched for somewhere safe to rest. Eventually she found the welcome arm of a grey
gum and landed. She stood there on the branch, relieved it could take her weight, and
looked down, trying to catch her breath. But what she saw snatched the air right back
out of her lungs again.
The land was unfamiliar, lost under a tangle of scrub and guinea grass, towering
gums and burned-out banksia skeletons. It was wild, and inhospitable. But it was not
uninhabited.
There were shadows in the scrub below. Dark shapes shifting amongst the trees –
human in form, though she could never make out their faces. They moved through the
trees, so slowly in the heat. They seemed to be pulling at things – tearing out guinea
grass, the bigger shadows hacking at trees with dull thuds. One of them cried out in pain
as a branch sprang back across its chest. Another group screamed as a cleared log
disrupted a brown snake, moving quickly back through the grass and away. Who were
they, on this land in this awful heat?
She held her breath as they came closer – still no sign of faces. Just shadows. One
of them seemed to be singing. The tune was distant, foreign – it should have been
comforting, but it only made Maria feel lonely. And homesick.
Panic closed in. Ignoring the tired ache in her limbs, Maria took to the air again,
diving and ducking through the forest in her hurry to get to the top of the slope. The
shadow-people had cleared patches of land and the bare land stood out like scars on the
landscape. Whenever she passed one, Maria flapped harder, trying to out-fly the naked
exposure and loneliness she felt every time she got to a clearing.
Finally, crashing through the branches so hard she caught her side, she came to the
biggest clearing of all. And there, right where it should be, was the house. Sagging but
intact.
Maria moved to her window, but found it locked. She peered inside – darkness. She
moved to the next window – Lee’s. Of course. He would let her in. She tried to beat on
the window but couldn’t make a sound. What was going on? Maria looked around, then
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tried again. Only the whoosh of air and a few falling feathers. Of course, the wings.
Maria took a deep breath. She had forgotten about the wings.
It was then she caught her reflection in the window.
She had grown used to not recognising herself in the mirror. This wasn’t the first
time she’d found unexpected changes – hairs and curves and dark places. But this was
something else. Her glossy hair had been replaced by a thick layer of – were they
feathers? They couldn’t be. And her eyes, the ones her Dad used to say would drive the
boys wild, back when he used to smile, before he lost Anna. Her eyes had narrowed,
they were yellow. And beneath them – no. It couldn’t be. Where was her mouth? She
gasped – it came out as a squawk.
This wasn’t right. This wasn’t right at all. It was night but it was all too real to be a
dream. She squawked again, and again. She tried to shout. Lee. Let me in. Lee. It’s me.
She beat her beak against the window, It’s me, Maria. Lee, it’s me.
And then, movement. A shadow came towards the window. Maria flapped. It’s me,
Lee. It’s me. The window slid open, and Lee, fiddled with the flyscreen. Lee, thank god,
Lee.
Too late Maria noticed the anger in Lee’s eyes. Too late she saw his hand reaching
for the bedside table. Gettoutta here, Lee was yelling. She turned and took off into the
night sky – but the paperweight caught her, hard, in the side and she fell to the ground.
Her lungs ached; the world collapsed around her.
Maria was aware of the throbbing pain in her side even before she knew she was awake.
It eclipsed the sun through the window, the hum of the alarm, her father’s voice telling
her it was time to get up. She rolled over, and the pain ambushed her again, harder this
time. Wincing, she sat up.
Very carefully, she pulled up her pyjama top to see what the problem was. Jesus.
She sprang out of bed, but the pain came again, halting her halfway. She sat on the edge
of the bed, drawing in rasping breaths. Then she tried again, this time more gingerly.
She stood. Pulling up her top, she stared at her body in the mirror.
One half of her body was covered with the biggest bruise she had ever seen. It
stretched from just under her armpit – just below where the line of those newly-shaved
hairs started – right down to her hip. She touched it, gently. The skin was black and
swollen, hostile. Almost as if it belonged to someone else.
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The images from the dream started to come back to her. The awful reflection. Lee’s
groggy expression. The weight, hurtling through the air. It couldn’t be –
Footsteps came down the hallway. Maria pulled down her top as the door flew open
and Lee came barging in. Whattare you doing? The bus’ll be here in ten minutes and
you’re not even dressed.
Maria looked at the clock, then grabbed a uniform and pushed past Lee to the
bathroom.
Gardeners hate the Common Blackbird because they fossick through mulch, twigs and
bark for food, with no care for the neat garden paths they’ve created. Damn introduced
species, pests. Shift workers hate them because they hum and trill, snatching precious
hours of hard-won sleep. And now Maria hated them, because it was hard to be normal
when you were worried you might turn into one while you were asleep. What the hell
was she going to do?
If Mr Muggins was unhappy, it was because he had watched too many teacher movies.
The kind where a young man goes into a school full of black kids, or poor kids, or kids
whose parents drank and who had no hope – and, through a series of class activities
underscored with touching music, somehow made a difference. The reality had been
disappointing. There had been no such moments of unity in his 34 years in classrooms;
the fat kids were the last to be chosen in sport and the strange kids got picked on in the
playground and a fair percentage of the pretty girls with low self esteem ended up
pregnant before graduation. And no motivational speech by him would change any of it.
But a student coming for help, during recess, well at least that was something. And
the fact that it was a pretty student – well that didn’t hurt either.
Come in, come in, Maria. Mr Muggins gathered a stack of books and papers
covering the spare chair and, arms overflowing, looked around for somewhere to put
them. There wasn’t anywhere. He put them on the floor in the corner, then pretended
not to notice when the top of the pile began to slide off, and spread under his desk.
What can I help you with?
Maria noticed the sliding papers. She looked around the room – what a mess. Mr
Muggins wouldn’t have been her first choice of people to visit at lunchtime – he was a
bit creepy, actually – but he was the Head of History so she didn’t have a choice. There
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were things she needed to know. Well, she started, shy, I was wondering about… How
was the land round here cleared?
Mr Muggins didn’t understand. Here? They bulldozed it. The land here’s actually a
bit swampy so I guess they had to fill it when they built the school – must’ve been ’52 or
’53.
Maria shook her head. No, the other land. The cane fields and stuff. Way back,
before bulldozers and stuff. How did they clear it?
Oh. Mr Muggins looked around. Strictly speaking that wasn’t on the Year 9
syllabus. Well most of it was cleared by the kanakas. Mr Muggins looked at Maria’s
face, and found no signs of recognition. Kanakas – it means ‘boy’ in Hawaiian. They
were a group of islanders, mostly. They cleared the land.
Maria nodded. Which islands were they from?
Mr Muggins thought back to his own history classes at university. They had barely
studied this in detail. Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, I think. The Solomon Islands. All
over.
Maria thought of the shadow-people, and their strange songs. Is that who they
were? Kanakas? No wonder they were lonely. How did they get here – the kanakas?
Mr Muggins paused again. Well, it was – he licked the tip of his badly-dyed
moustache. It was a brutal time, Maria. Maybe some chose to come but mostly they
were brought over by blackbirders –
Maria went pale at the sound of the word. Blackbirders? When she said it, it caught
in her throat.
Mr Muggins nodded. Not a very nice word, but that was what they called them.
There were recruiters. They went around the Pacific Islands – and parts of Northern
Australia I think, I’d have to check – to find workers. They were pretty rough blokes,
violent. And the ones who didn’t use force tricked islanders – promised them cruises or
trade or religious services, then sailed off with them. Mr Muggins thought about how
hot the oval was during PE, and realised for the first time what the kanakas must have
gone through. Must’ve been a rough life. It’s tough land, even now – but then…
Mr Muggins turned around to face the bookshelf. Maria had gone a bit pale, but he
didn’t notice. I’ve got a book here somewhere… He fumbled through piles of papers,
then pulled down a slim volume, a little dusty.
Thanks, Maria mumbled, and tucked the book into her schoolbag.
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Maria dumped the frozen chips onto a tray and put them in the oven. She smoothed the
crumpled packet over the bench searching for the right temperature – 180 degrees, fan
forced. Fan forced? What did that even mean? While the chips were cooking, she found
another bag in the freezer – peas and corn – and emptied it into a pot of water, splashing
the wall behind the stove. Then she tossed three steaks into the pan, and let them sizzle.
By the time Vinnie got in from the paddock, the veggies were boiling over and the
steaks were tough. Maria stood amidst the chaos, trying to blink back tears. It wasn’t
supposed to be this way – she’d wanted it to be nice for once. Like Mum’s had been.
Vinnie watched his daughter hop from one catastrophe to the next, trying to get
everything onto the table intact. He stood there as her woman-hands floundered at the
end of her girl-arms. She was too young for all this. The weight of his grief threatened
to break him, all over again.
Thanks luv, he said as he sat down. He put his rough hand over hers, and left it
there longer than either of them were comfortable with. This looks great. It was a lie,
but Vinnie pretended not to notice the water that bled from the vegetables across the
plate, under the meat. Lee wasn’t capable of the same tact.
Looks pretty burnt, he muttered as he sat down to his steak.
Maria’s eyes flashed – with injustice, or anger, or both. If you don’t like it, make
your own dinner.
They ate in silence. None of them enjoyed it.
Dad? Maria asked.
Mm? Vinnie answered, relieved the silence had been broken.
Do you know anything about the kanakas? Silence. Everyone stopped chewing.
Maria tried to press on. You know, the ones that cleared the farms.
Vinnie tried to swallow a piece of gristle he had been chewing for too long. It tasted
like metal. Lee picked at a piece of corn.
Maria looked at them both – at the brother whose clothes she tried to wash and the
father who she tried to feed. She looked back at her plate. Is that how this place got
cleared?
Vinnie stabbed a piece of steak with his fork, put it in his moth and chewed hard.
He didn’t bother swallowing before he spoke. Les next dorr reckons thed’s gonna be
some rain. He muttered through the food.
Maria put down her cutlery. It’s just one of the teachers at school reckons –
Lee shook his head. Lettit go, Maria.
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Maria looked across at her father, who had gone a little red. I just wanted to know if
–
By now, Vinnie had swallowed. Is that whatthey’a teacchin you down there? Alla
this PC bullshit. He raised his voice. I boughtta this land. Boughtiit with honest money.
Silence fell over the table. Everyone chewed but no-one could bring themselves to
swallow.
It wasn’ta much when we firss moved here, your modder and I, Vinnie started
softly. Maria swallowed and put down her fork. Even Lee stopped shovelling food in
his mouth to listen – their father didn’t speak about Anna often.
We hadda live in a shed uppa back untilla house was ready, and even then we’d
always fin snakes inna bathroom, that sorda thing. Your mother useda say it was like
living inna jungle, only it hadda roof.
Vinnie laughed, though he seemed to choke on the memory half way through. I
remember, I come home to find one of them bird-eatin spidas onna toilet. Nearly big as
my head. I screamed and I’mma lookin roun for sommingk to smash it with. But Anna,
she just walked in and pickted it up and tookkit outside. Just pickted it up, inner bare
hands, so I wouldn’ta kill it.
The silence returned, and hovered in the room as the not-quite-whole family lost
themselves in their own memories.
Dad, Maria finally plucked up the courage to ask him. Where was Mum from?
Her fammly grew up downna coast, but she mostly lived in Marvale, Vinnie
answered.
But before that, Maria ventured. Where’d she come from?
Vinnie shoved a piece of dry steak in his mouth and chewed, determined.
She wasn’t Italian, was she?
Vinnie shook his head. No.
But she was dark? Vinnie and Lee both stopped to stare at Maria. She was
sandwiched between both of them, her skin darker than either and her breasts swollen
with bodily changes she didn’t really understand.
It’s just, she stuttered, I’m not like you. I’m not like either of you. She picked at the
damp peas. I just wanna be like someone.
Vinnie let his knife fall from his hand, and grief and anger mixed with his words as
he spat them at her. How dare you? His face was red and his eyes wild. How dareyou?
You’re my blooddy blood, Maria. My blooddy own flesh an blood.
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He chocked back rage and pain and pushed his chair back and in the process
knocked the vegetable bowl onto the floor. Peas tumbled across the lino, under the
benches. The bowl smashed.
Shit. Vinnie cursed. Jesus Mary.
Everyone sat silently. The bowl had been one of Anna’s favourites.
Look what you’va mamme do, he snapped. Then he stepped over the peas, grabbed
the keys to the ute and left Maria and Lee to pick up the pieces.
At 11:30 that night, Vinnie still wasn’t back. Lee was taking advantage, staying up late
and watching the footy on TV. Maria had retreated to her room. When nobody came to
look for her, she slipped unseen out her window, climbed the mulberry tree and
scrambled onto the roof.
It was dusty and warm – still carrying the day’s heat. She tucked her legs up,
wrapped her arms around her knees and looked out onto the farm. It was strange to
think of the land and how many things it had seen. How many people had come and
gone, how many trees and crops. How many animals.
She liked it up here. It was quiet, peaceful. She wondered if the kanakas had ever
found moment of solace here, deep in the night. She hoped so.
Maria half expected it when, at midnight, the changes began again. Like love, or
heartburn, or loneliness, it started in the deepest places. And from there, it spread. First
she felt it in her back – the bones moving, shifting, cracking – agony and relief mixed
up together. Her skeleton twisted and jerked, trying to become something different. Her
shoulders hunched and her neck craned forward to support the gruesome bird-face she
had begun to grow.
Tim Cosby wouldn’t think her pretty now. Her lips stretched and then cracked and
hardened as a beak sprouted from her olive skin, pulling her face forward and narrowing
her eyes. Her dark lashes faded and her iris grew yellow – her eyelids all but
disappeared. Her arms and legs were swallowed by goosebumps, and then the hair
began to grow. It began under her arms, the coarse mass replacing the hair she had
shaved just a few days ago, then spread down her arms, across her chest, down her
stomach. Her skin puckering and sprouting, puckering and sprouting. The hair grew and
thickened, until it became down, and then thickened into a glossy coat of feathers. It
crept up her neck, across her face, taking with it the last of the beauty that the Year 10
boy had seen in her.
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The last bit was the most painful. The centre of her back throbbed, and grew – like
a hunch that pushed her frame even further forward. It swelled and pulsated and finally,
the skin seemed to split. She felt ugly. She screamed in agony. Her body threatened to
break altogether.
But the pair of wings sprang out, making her complete. Beautiful again.
So it was true, Maria thought as she flapped the new wings. It had all really
happened.
If there were someone there to see it, it would have looked like the changing took a
matter of minutes. Maybe less. But Maria knew it had taken much longer. It had started
with the cramps. And before that, it began with the first swellings of breasts and an
incomplete family who couldn’t possibly understand her. It had grown in the empty
spaces her mother had left behind, in the way she could never swallow the jealousy she
felt when she went to other girls’ houses and saw the cooked meals and clean laundry
and soft smell of home, in the furtive glances she threw other girls in the change rooms,
wondering if this body – this changing body – was normal.
Or it might have come even before that. From the distance Vinnie had always
carried around with him, and the way the other kids at school had looked at his funny
lunch, refused to sit with him. Or with the fear that he’d never make a life good enough
for Anna and her soft hands and light heart.
Anna.
Perhaps it was her that started all the changing. Anna, whose own body turned
against her, the cells distorting and changing into something terrible. Anna, who had
become her cancer and whose frame changed under the chemo – bird-like and
weightless, a shadow of her bright self. Anna, whose cheeks sank and whose hair came
out and whose eyes, right at the end, looked betrayed, even when she smiled.
Or perhaps it had all started long ago, with the hard fierce land and the global sugar
prices and false promises. With the way a girl’s body cramped and changed and became
someone else’s. With distance and longing and the aches of being human and the lonely
colour-less-ness The Fly must see, even if she didn’t notice. With songs the other
blackbirds sang on someone else’s land, so far from home.
It was impossible to say when the changing started – only that it had begun a long
time ago, and that nobody could stop it now.
Maria spread her wings and flapped them, gently. She moved, carefully to the edge
of the roof, looked down at the ground below. It swam in shadows, such a long way
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down. She looked up at the sky and stars, then let go. She jumped. Flapped. Sank.
Hovered. Soared. And for all the uncertainty and confusion and helplessness, as she
rose up through the clouds, she felt free.
Maria looked down at the house, but there was so little there for her. Just silence at
the dinner party and nobody to talk to on the bus – except The Fly, and she didn’t know
how to fit any better than Maria. Piles of washing. Burnt dinners. Empty spaces no-one
knew how to fill.
So she turned and headed in a different direction. She flapped and soared, past the
rusting tractor, over the dams, across the fields – so dry, always so dry. And behind it to
the scrub and the lonely bushland that couldn’t forget the pasts that had been buried
there. Towards the horizon. Flapping her newfound wings with all her might and hoping
like hell she didn’t suddenly change back mid-air.
As she went, suddenly free of all the weight she had been carrying inside her, she
laughed – and this time it came out better.
It was before Vinnie reported Maria missing, and the police arrived and the posters went
up around town. Before Maria’s friend Lizzy appealed to the school for information at
Thursday morning assembly and the local news started doing regular broadcasts to
solicit public tip-offs. Before there were whispers around Marvale that the girl had been
caught up in drugs, or ran off with one of the seasonal workers. Before Lee’s cursing
and Vinnie’s late-night weeping, and the casseroles and pasta bakes the neighbours left
on the doorstep.
In the stillness before all of that, in the grey half-light of dawn, Vinnie thought he
heard something cool and clear and perfect – a blackbird’s song. He lay awake trying to
place the sound through the pounding of a hangover, but it was distant.
And then the bird’s song was gone, drowned out by a sound even more rare and
beautiful: the first drops of rain on the tin roof.
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Nick was already broken
On Sundays, Nick listened to the police scanner. It wasn’t a pleasant – or even a healthy
way to spend the day – but Nick wasn’t exactly a well man.
We’ve got a DV on Knight Street. Number 11. Sounds like …
Nick adjusted the dial to get a clearer sound, lost the voice and found it again.
Called in by a neighbour. Appears she heard yelling earlier but now she’s
reporting hearing glass breaking too. Possible Code 2.
Code two? That was serious. Taking another sip of beer, Nick tried to place Knight
Street within his memory. It was across town, near the old station with that pretty
Poinciana on the corner and the blue-and-white fence, a bit run-down maybe but not a
bad part of town.
Another voice echoed from the scanner. On our way. The officer was young, you
could hear it in his voice. Nick hadn’t heard him before. It might even be his first DV.
The scanner cackled, and he adjusted the knobs, wishing his reception was as good as
the ones the cops used. Any children on the premises?
The armchair groaned beneath Nick as he leant forward. He hated it when there
were children on the premises.
Not sure. Informant didn’t say.
But if Nick was a betting man, he’d have put money on there being at least one kid
in there, wondering what they’d done to make Daddy so mad and if they should really
stay in their room like they’d been told and if maybe a new drawing of them all together
could fix it. The neighbours only ever seemed to call fights in when there was a kid in
the picture.
Taking another sip of beer, Nick tried not to think about it because, if he wasn’t
careful, it would all get too much for him.
Nick wasn’t an idiot. He wasn’t a police officer. He wasn’t a creep, or a criminal, or
a weirdo – though maybe sitting in the spare room, surrounded by a pile of rumpled
laundry (sorted into piles: clean, clean enough and dirty) and peeling laminate furniture
for hours every Sunday made him look like one. Somewhere inside he knew that
sinking beers and listening to the police scanner was no way to spend the afternoon, that
he should be watching the footy or down on the beach or at the Martins’ barbeque,
wondering aloud when the first summer storm was going to break the heat. But ever
since he’d overheard the cop down at the Heritage saying there were always more
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domestic violence cases on Sundays – busiest shift of the week, and the hardest. Cos
when they’re not turning on each other, half the time they turn on you, too – he’d
needed to know if it were true. He couldn’t let it go.
And now, here he was, tracking the town’s misery on a $79 machine he’d bought
on the net as if somewhere, between the frequencies, he might find out how, or why or
what it meant.
In fact, the how and why of it all were depressingly simple.
The how was about contact – it was fists or bottles or chairs. Or magazines, or
mirrors, or a kitchen utensil that happened to be lying on the counter, or a foot, or the
plate Maria Costalos got them for their wedding, or a coffee cup. Or curses. Or
promises. Or silence.
And the why – well that was all about timing.
Because on Sundays all the tensions that had built up during the week – between
taking Max to footy training and buying Ruthie new shoes and paying the electricity bill
– Is it due again already? – and having the Thompsons for dinner Tuesday and the final
notice on the vet’s bill and running out of peanut butter –
On Sundays, it was just too much. And so, with everyone home at once, and no
sleep or patience or reserves left, all those little things that had built up during the week
reached critical mass and finally broke people.
But what it meant – well, that was harder. Maybe that was the problem.
Nick didn’t have a wife – and if he did, he wouldn’t have hit her. And nobody had every
beaten or cursed or hit him. But Nick was broken. Maybe he always had been.
The scanner crackled. As the young and audibly shaken officer called the police
communications room to send an ambulance and the cracked and broken sound of sirens
filled the spare room, Nick felt the familiar grip of helplessness snatch his breath and
squeeze his ribs and strangle his heart and he began to realise he needed fixing.
The waiting room was crowded, its seats filled with broken people. There was a woman
who always said she was okay when she wasn’t and a personal trainer whose pride had
grown too big to swallow and was lodged uncomfortably in his thick neck. There was
an old couple he thought he’d seen in the IGA before who kept forgetting things – like
where they put the keys and if the cat had been fed already and what day the bridge
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class was and whether it was two or three eggs in the sponge cake and why they had
married each other in the first place.
On the other side of the room was a child who hadn’t stopped crying since he’d
been told Santa wasn’t real 32 years ago, and a middle-aged couple who couldn’t help
treating their two pet poodles like the children they had never had and a man who didn’t
feel anything when he watched starving children on TV and a waitress who fell in love
at all the wrong times.
As Nick entered, everyone stared just a little longer than was socially acceptable at
his stubble and bloodshot eyes and rumpled nearly-clean-enough shirt. Then, they
turned back to their magazines and pretended they were normal until someone called
their name.
Dr Mansoodi was himself suffering from an undiagnosed case of commitment
phobia, an emotionally paralysing condition which prevented him from asking the
quick-witted and pretty interior designer he had been dating for five years to marry him.
That, and the way she cracked her knuckles when he was driving. He called Nick’s
name and directed him into his office.
Please sit. Dr Mansoodi waved his cool hands at a chair as he shut the door. What
can I help you with?
Nick wondered how to describe his condition as the doctor settled into his own,
much more comfortable, chair and pulled out a pen branded in red with the name of a
depression medication.
Well, Nick started uncertainly. I don’t feel right.
Hmm. The Doctor tapped the pen impatiently. Depression perhaps?
Nick shook his head. No, it’s deeper than that.
The Doctor got up and began to check his blood pressure. Anxiety, then.
Nick felt the choking pressure of the band around his arm. I don’t think so. I don’t
think about the future enough.
The Doctor checked his eyes by flashing a torch in there.
Nick blinked, then tried to refocus on Dr Mansoodi’s detached gaze. I think it’s –
Well, I think it might be … forget-less-ness.
The Doctor sighed and returned to his seat and pen. Forgetlessness – or, as his
medical textbook had put it, the short-term persistence of memory, usually brought on
by trauma, but sometimes caused by bilateral brain damage or neurodegenerative
disease – was common enough. It was his third case this week; higher than average,
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certainly, but not surprising. Numbers always spiked when there was an overseas
calamity, or when a popular soap opera character was killed off – and this week there’d
been both. He pulled out a prescription pad and wondered what the best course of action
was – a new couch or trip to the blood bank or a younger girlfriend. It didn’t much
matter – he’d be over it in a week, two at most.
Nick wrung his hands. I noticed – it would have been two years ago, when I –
The Doctor stopped writing. Two years ago?
Nick shrugged. Give or take.
The Doctor raised an eyebrow and urged him to go on, go on.
Well, my – Nick floundered for the right word. Girlfriend? Partner? Woman? –
someone I was seeing asked if I thought we’d get married. When I said I didn’t think so,
we both knew it was over.
Dr Mansoodi cleared his throat and clutched the pen a little too tightly. He nodded
at Nick to go on.
She slept in the spare room, Nick continued, and all night I heard the springs of
that bed squeaking under her sobs but I never went to her.
The Doctor clicked his pen. Well that’s understandable –
Nick noticed a patient file sticking out from under a pile of papers. It had the word
DECEASED stamped on it – they had a stamp for the deceased? He tried to look away.
The thing is, Dr Magsooty…
The Doctor sighed. Man-soo-di.
Right. Dr, Mansooti. Thing is, every time I can’t sleep I hear that spring. Over and
over in my head.
The Doctor leaned back and folded his arms. This was more serious than he’d
thought at first. And that was the first time, yes?
Oh no. It’s been like that as long as I can remember.
Dr Mansoodi’s interest increased. He began to take notes – he might get a
publication out of this.
Nick hesitated, a little shy. I killed a butterfly once when I was ten – not on
purpose, I don’t think, but I can’t help wondering whether maybe it was. It made a
sound like gum popping.
He repeated the ‘pop’, almost exactly as it had sounded all those years ago, and let
the plosive consonants of the word hang in the air a moment. And when I was in grade
four I refused to let Bessie Page eat lunch next to me – little Bessie Page, who was born
97

with Downs Syndrome, her face used to hang like it belonged to someone else. She had
a crush on me and I was embarrassed to be seen with her but my teacher made me sit
next to her while I ate my sandwiches. I stuffed them in my mouth, two at a time, so I
could get away from her faster. And now I can’t eat chicken sandwiches without seeing
her droopy eyes filling with tears.
It became hard to stop confessing. I keep trying but I can’t forget this doco I saw
once about a clan of monkeys. One of the babies died and they all gathered around and
tried to bring it to life. The little monkeys tried to play with it and the females nursed it
– as if they could will it back to life with normality. But it just lay there. And when they
all realised it wasn’t going to wake up they wailed and beat their paws and heads and
one of the monkeys, who had been the dead monkey’s closet friend, disappeared into the
forest. He just left and never came back.
Dr Mansoodi nodded.
You know how they say the land remembers things? I’m like a tree, with everything
that’s ever happened part of my core. I can’t forget it. I can’t forget that Timothy
McVeigh’s last meal was icecream. Mint chocolate chip. Or that in 150 years nobody
will even know who I am. Or that the block of land my shitty house is built on used to be
someone else’s. That once it was stolen from someone. And did you know that more
people beat their lovers on Sundays? I mean, Jesus, that’s a whole day ruined by
memory now. 24 hours every week I have to think about that. His voice cracked. I can’t
take it any more.
Nick’s haggard eyes pleaded with Dr Mansoodi. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can’t
rest.
He slumped into his chair. I need – I need to forget. I mean, I look around and noone else seems to have a problem forgetting. They all just let things go, like they never
even happened.
He sighed, beaten. I just need to forget. Please.
The Doctor answered with his own sigh. It’s a serious case you’ve got. He really
did feel for the poor guy. The worst he’d ever seen – definitely unusual enough for a
publication.
Nick left Dr Mansoodi’s office with a prescription for a holiday – preferably a long
one, somewhere fashionably exotic, where he could get some perspective. After he was
gone, Dr Mansoodi thought about those bed springs squeaking their disappointment and
washed his cool hands thoroughly, grateful forgetlessness wasn’t contagious.
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China wasn’t much better. Actually, it was worse. In hindsight, it wasn’t the best place
for someone in his condition to go – but the flights were cheap, there was a tour
package on special and the travel agent was pretty enough to twist his arm, even if it did
mean he’d have to live forever with the awkward silence that hung between them when
she didn’t get – or didn’t like? – his Great Wall joke.
What the glossy brochures hadn’t shown was the pollution, or the poverty or the
despair. It wasn’t all like that, of course. There were plenty of skyscrapers and shopping
malls and all-you-can-eat buffets but it wasn’t a holiday, and it wasn’t helping him
forget. It was just more dust and heartache and desperate hoping that he’d never be able
to erase from his memory. The only difference was, nobody bothered pretending they
were okay when they weren’t.
But the worst thing of all happened two days in.
It had happened below ground. Above ground, he’d been impressed with the
skyscrapers and tiled floors and middle-class affluence. The city was clean and efficient
and busy – almost clinical in its efforts to move forward, with the times. Everything was
modernised and sanitised and computerised. But descending the grimy stairs to the
subway, Nick tried desperately not to notice the beggars crowded around the entrance,
or the woman with no teeth selling ice-creams on the stairs, or the rubbish everywhere
or the little girl in the grey dress who was skinny enough to be ill or the stickers on the
train doors – graphic cartoon images of someone getting stuck in their closing grip.
How many people got trapped in train doors? There must be at least a few – otherwise
they wouldn’t need the signs.
He held his breath and started at his feet and when the train arrived, he was careful
not to get a window seat – there was too much unforgettable misery through windows,
even this far below ground.
But just as the doors were about to close, he heard a scream and a crash. Over on
the platform the old woman – too old to be trying to make a living, and what happened
to her teeth? – had slipped. Had she slipped? Surely she hadn’t been pushed? Or
robbed? She lay on the ground, surrounded by scattered icecreams.
As the train doors closed, Nick heard her wailing – from somewhere deep and sad
and terrible – as all the while those icecreams melted on the dirty pavement and the
commuters passed her by.
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Nick held his breath and hoped someone would help. Why didn’t they help? They
were right there. Why didn’t anyone help? He wanted to help – he really did, to tell her
it was going to be okay, or take her to a doctor or give her some money or even just buy
some of those pitiful melting icecreams – how many could he carry without them
melting all over his clothes? He’d have to get them far enough away so she didn’t see
him throwing them all away. But the train was already pulling away from the station
and the wailing and missing teeth and the sad stickiness of the icecreams would be stuck
with him forever. The crushing weight of it all – on top of the monkey grief and Bessie
Page’s droopy tears and Sundays and his own insignificance and those goddamn bed
springs under the weight of that poor girl’s sadness – broke him all over again.
But they have magical things in China. Potions and cures and ways of taking it
away. So when he saw the shop claiming – in English – it could remedy any ailment, he
slipped inside.
Dr Hung smiled as Nick came into the store. It smelled strange – like age and moisture
and mystery – and the walls were covered in shelves and drawers. There were herbs.
Strange seeds. Animal feet and hands and eyes, lined up in rows and stacked neatly.
Dr Hung offered him a seat with a sweep of his soft hand and Nick sat. He looked
around again, because he didn’t know where to start. Would the doctor even understand
him?
I need to forget, Nick said.
Dr Hung sat opposite him.
Nick started slowly. I have forgetlessness. Dr Hung looked blank, so Nick tried
again. It’s like – what’s it called? Compassion fatigue.
The Doctor nodded and smiled, but didn’t say anything.
I saw a program about it once. It was about all these doctors and nurses who work
with trauma patients, and how the weight of all that misery made them miserable. They
could only take so much. So they had to learn to forget. I need to learn to forget. I can’t.
I can’t seem to forget anything.
Nick felt stupid. Nobody teaches you how. I’ve watched other people and tried to
figure it out and it looks so easy. I’ve tried asking around. But nobody knows how, and
nobody will teach me.
Dr Hung nodded again and looked at Nick expectantly. The silence hung between
them until it was unbearable. Finally Nick, unable to erase anything he’d seen or heard,
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remembered. He started with Bessie, and he couldn’t stop. He told the doctor about a
little girl who’d never seen rain until she turned eight, and his long-haired guinea pig –
Curly, that was his name – who’d got his fur caught in its cage and drowned in heavy
rain in their backyard. About how his mother had wanted him to be a banker, but he
couldn’t stand the idea of people’s desperation and greed – money always made people
desperate or greedy in the end. And how his father had wanted him to be a lawyer, but
the courts were full of their own sad stories. And worse, how he’d never known what he
wanted – still didn’t know what he wanted – so he’d settled on the safest thing he could
think of. As a mechanic, at least he could fix things that were broken. He told Dr Hung
about lost chances and unrequited love, and the weight of it all, about memory, and all
its madness. About the pain of never forgetting. And all the while, Dr Hung nodded and
smiled a little sadly, and clucked sympathetically from time to time.
When Nick’s words ran out, Dr Hung nodded. Nick was relieved – finally, someone
understood. The Doctor began gathering spices from corners of the room. Strange
shapes and colours and textures – a dried fish. Was that safe? It had just been sitting on
that dusty shelf with the other fish. He didn’t have to drink that, did he?
Carefully, each was added to a mortar. When he was done, the remedy-maker beat
it with the strength and certainty of tradition and poured the contents into a little brown
bag.
那将是10元.

Nick frowned. Sorry?
那将是10元. Dr Hung pointed at the rusting cash register, holding up ten fingers.

Looking into the Doctor’s kind, persistent eyes, Nick finally realised – he doesn’t
speak English. I’ve been here for over an hour, spilling my guts, and the guy hasn’t
understood a bloody word I’ve said. For the first time in weeks, Nick laughed.
He pulled out his wallet. He’d have to pay, of course, even if the remedy wasn’t for
his forgetlessness at all. Dr Hung smiled and nodded as the wallet came out and Nick
stared at him. He could’ve sworn he understood. He did understand. How did he
understand?
Nick handed over the 100 yuan – about $15 – as Dr Hung waved the bag around
and mimed drinking it, mixed with water – or oil, it was hard to say. Nick thanked Dr
Hung and left, still smiling.
Dr Hung smiled too. Nick had overpaid by 90 yuan.
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When Nick got back to his hotel, he pulled out the brown bag and opened it. The
powder was dark brown, almost black – what were those bits in it? The bits that hadn’t
been mashed up. It smelled strange. Awful, actually. He couldn’t drink it. Could he?
But he couldn’t throw it away, either. So he carried it around with him. It sat in his
pocket as he wandered around the cities and the farms, the alleys and the attractions.
He felt its familiar crinkly presence in his pocket as he took photos of the terracotta
warriors – fearsome and beautiful in their detail. Thousands of workers had laboured
over them, etching each detail of their armour, building each face. Some of them died in
the process – and others were killed on completion, to protect the great army’s secret
burial site. Watching them wear the frozen expressions of the men who had died to
create them was almost unbearable.
He carried it along The Great Wall, so unexpectedly moving in its might and size –
because nothing he’d done would ever compete, would ever amount to as much, if
anything. They say you can see it from space – a scar on the land to remind astronauts
of the weight of history. It had been built on fear and bones and mist. What else was
hidden there?
He carted it out west, while he visited the Bon monasteries in the Tibetan highlands
– those beautiful, colourful temples and gardens and quarters once filled with hundreds
of monks. The religion was based on animal spirits and struggled to find a place in this
modern time. At one of the monasteries, the communist uprising and public scepticism
had whittled their numbers down to eleven – barely enough to tend the enormous,
empty grounds. The forlornness of that place, filled with the ghosts of all the people
who should be living there, was almost enough to make him take the potion and forget
everything.
Later, he fingered the packet longingly when he asked a guide why it was so quiet –
and the man explained that under the Mao government peasants had been told to beat
their pots and pans in the fields. Each morning they rose to the cacophony of metal, to
keep the birds off the crops. And it worked. The birds stopped eating the crops, or
nesting in the crops, or flying over the crops. They stopped coming at all. They just flew
and flew until they fell, exhausted, from the sky.
And they still do it? Nick asked. The farmers – do they bang the pots each day?
The guide shook his head. The banging had stopped a long time ago. The animals
had just never returned. But it’s such a long time ago, Nick said, it’s been generations.
Why haven’t those birds – the new ones – come back? How do they know about the
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banging? The guide shrugged, and Nick gazed out over the fields, and thought he knew
how those birds felt.
Nick carried Dr Hung’s cure all around China, and the more he travelled, the more
he needed release from the persistence of memory. The whole country made him sad, it
was filled with echoes and ghosts of far-away times. It was a land that had tried to
forget, but couldn’t. For all its modernisation and progress, its warriors wore their
master’s looks of betrayal and the monasteries echoed with long-gone footsteps. Even
the birds hadn’t forgotten – they passed the burden of memory on, from generation to
generation.
Finally Nick’s holiday was over, and he was glad. On the way to the airport, he
cradled Dr Hung’s packet in his hand. He thought about it as he checked in, heaving his
suitcase full of cheap mementos onto the conveyor belt. As he was going through
security, he wondered what forgetting would taste like. As the immigration official
stamped his passport, he began to imagine how it would feel. Cool, he thought. And
distant. And freeing.
He found his gate, and went to one of the nearby rest rooms and locked himself
inside. The packet looked ragged in his palm. He sniffed it. Was it even safe? He sat
there for almost an hour, as travellers came and went around him, staring at the powder
that promised to fix everything. But he didn’t swallow it. As they started to call his
name across the airport sound system, he left it in the bathroom, in a puddle of water
next to the sink.
That night it would be thrown out by the cleaners, its existence completely
forgotten. Except by him.
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The Laws of Happiness
Her name really was Happiness. Nobody ever believed her, which is why she never told
anyone. It was a burden that her parents – a skinny pair of aging hippies who bought
organic carrots but drove an SUV, and never noticed the irony – had thought would
bring her luck, or joy. Happiness, even. But all it ever brought was raised eyebrows
from bank clerks and requests for clarification from strangers in pubs. So she’d become
Ness. Or occasionally Nessie, or Nessa, on the tongues of those who loved her enough
to want to soften her name with their own idiosyncrasy and intonation.
And there had been a few of those – lovers who softened her name. None of them
had ever worked out, of course, because of the curse.
The fact that she was cursed was something else nobody ever believed, so she’d stopped
telling people that too. But she knew it was true.
It was confirmed one scorching day in February. There’d been an earthquake – in
Chile or Argentina or Nigeria, she couldn’t remember – and watching it on the news,
she’d tried and failed to shake the discomfort it left inside her.
When the disquiet the incident had caused inside refused to settle, she had decided
to give blood. It was a small gesture, she knew that, but at least it was something. She
had gone on her break, rolled up her sleeve and tried to be brave as the plastic bag filled
with red – she’d even felt a little better about herself after. But the blood bank had
called the next day, and when she went back to the clinic the nurse greeted her, grimfaced, and shut the door behind her.
I spect you know why you’re here. The nurse scanned some paperwork to avoid
Ness’s eyes.
Ness shook her head. She didn’t know why she was here. She’d completed all the
paperwork – no unprotected sex, no family history of diabetes, no trips to Africa in the
last three years – and surrendered her 500mL of blood without too much wincing or
wooziness. What else did they want?
The nurse sighed. Well, as you would have been told yesterday, we run tests on
every sample we take. Yours came back red-flagged. We can’t accept your blood.
Ness went white. Red flagged? What do you mean?
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The nurse tried to arrange her face into a sympathetic smile. It was hard when you
had to have this conversation three times a day. Well, for one, did you know you had
glandular fever last year?
Ness shook her head. She’d been a little tired, perhaps but....
Never mind. The nurse shrugged. It’s not uncommon for people with a mild case not
to even know they’ve had it. But there’s something else.
Something else? Ness stared at the nurse.
Your blood tested positive for unlucious maliciousess. The nurse saw that the girl
didn’t understand, and re-phrased. You’re cursed.
Ness felt like the rest of her blood had been drained. She blinked, and tried to focus,
as the nurse passed her a glass of water.
You didn’t know? The nurse patted her knee.
Ness tried to think. She had known, in a way. She’d certainly wondered. I always
fall in love at the wrong times, she whispered. That’s it, isn’t it?
The nurse felt for the poor girl, and softened her tone a fraction. I can’t say, love.
The test isn’t specific. We just test for curses – and if it comes back positive we can’t use
the donation. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to pass on the curse, would you?
Ness shook her head, and tried to blink back tears. But the forms, it wasn’t on the…
The nurse smiled. I know, love. It’s not your fault. We’ve been trying to get it
included in the mandatory disclosures but you know what bureaucracy is like.
And with that she passed Ness a tissue and ushered her towards the door. She was
already late for her next appointment – with a young man about to find out he had
hepatitis.
Ness didn’t know what made her do it – the shock, perhaps, or maybe the injustice.
Just as she was leaving, she turned back to the nurse. Can I have it back?
The nurse didn’t understand. I’m sorry?
Can I have it back? Ness repeated. My blood. If you can’t use it, can I have it back?
The nurse didn’t know what to say. I’m afraid it’s been destroyed. It’s regulation.
Ness nodded. That made sense. And anyway, she didn’t know what she would have
done with it if they’d given it to her. It wasn’t like she had anywhere to put it.
It wasn’t until almost a year later that she confirmed the nature of the curse. She was
working at the Sweet Nothing café, an indie hangout that catered largely to
misanthropic youth who felt like they didn’t fit in here, man, and decided to prove it
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with awkward haircuts and lip-rings, until they could figure out a way of getting out of
Marvale.
The owner, Maja, collected broken things – it was her own curse – and the walls
were covered with chipped teacups and bent spoons and dolls that were missing china
ears or fingers. When Ness had first turned up in a thin t-shirt and frayed jeans looking
for a job, Maja hadn’t really needed the help. But the Bulgarian-born dreamer had taken
one look at Ness’ crooked smile and freckly cheeks and hired her anyway. That had
been years ago – now she couldn’t imagine running the café without her.
Like everything that changes your life, it began with something small. In Ness’
case, it was the difference between a fork and spoon.
The café had access to toilet facilities shared by half a dozen restaurants in the
street. To get there, you had to go out the side, down an alley (where chefs and
waitresses stole smoking breaks and wondered if they should be doing something
different with their lives) and through a locked door. Each restaurant had its own set of
keys – usually attached to something large and a little embarrassing in the hope it
wouldn’t get lost or forgotten. In Sweet Nothing’s case, it was a giant spoon.
But on this particular day, Ness reached for the spoon and discovered it wasn’t
hanging on the hook where she usually found it. So she had to take the fork.
The thing about the fork was that it led to another bathroom, a little further down
the alley, which Ness always avoided. If you’d asked her why, she would’ve said it was
because it was lit only by a skylight, so it seemed eerie on cloudy days, or that it was
never as clean as the bathroom the spoon unlocked. But the real reason was it gave her
the creeps. She’d only been there once, and when she left she felt weird, uneasy. Like
the world had somehow spun on its axis and was hanging in space, a nearly
imperceptible few degrees off-centre.
But, there were several orders on the coffee machine, the spoon-key was gone and
she needed to pee. So she took the fork.
Locked inside the stall, she felt the sense of unease return – as cold and eerie as it
had been years ago. She tried to distract herself by reading the graffiti on the door.
Sapien + Sappho had declared their love 4eva, and she wondered what their kids would
be named. Someone loved JB and someone else love AT, and another loved both
TR/MC, which seemed less romantic. A girl called Bec had needed to declare: I luv emo
boys to which Macca had replied emo boys are gay and someone else had scrawled a
sad little epitaph in blue biro for Luke: 27/June/2010 – 10/Dec/2011. Shit. He was only
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five months old. There was a warning never to date someone called Terry Coxon
because hes got four STDs + wont eva marry u + is ugly as hell + is a lying prick and
another less profane fragment: why can’t everyone just be happy? And of course there
was political debate – in this case refugees and whether they should go the fuck home
(signed TB) or whether that statement just made TB an ignorant asshole (signed Dez).
Ness was sitting and reading and wondering what was it that made people ink their
anger and fear and misery on toilet stall doors – when she saw it, scrawled in fading
marker so small she nearly missed it, right in the bottom left corner. You told me it was
the wrong time. Well fuck you. I hope it’s always the wrong time.
Suddenly, terribly, it all made sense.
It was always the wrong time for her. There’d been a string of mechanics and
musicians and even a few decent guys, but she’d loved them all at the wrong times.
She’d loved them when they were sleeping, when they looked away. She’d loved them
when they burnt her toast and broke her cups, when they stole the blankets and lost the
remote. When they forgot. She’d loved them when they fell, when they floundered.
She’d even loved them when they didn’t catch her.
She had loved them when they were late – out of breath and short of excuses, when
they left the toilet seat up or ran her car battery down or forgot to record her favourite
shows on TV. She had loved their distance and their deceit, their solitude and sadness.
She had loved them long after they left. And, worse, she had loved them long
before they found her.
And now there it was – the reason she couldn’t give blood, or live up to her newage name. As she stared at the fading letters, she kept hearing that schoolyard chant
sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me echo in her
scattered thoughts.
Days later Ness cornered Maja over a piece of pecan pie.
Maja, do you know anything about – she faltered, wondering if there was a better
word for curse. This was going to sound crazy.
But she didn’t get a chance to finish her question. Mr Trebbianos approached the
counter whistling an old show tune he said had her name in it. Of course, the song was
about Vanessa, not Happiness, but she never corrected him.
Nice day, isnit luv? He winked at her. From another man the wink would’ve been
creepy, but somehow it worked just fine on Mr Treb. He had the kind of face most
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people would’ve said had character, but what it really meant was that he’d worked hard,
in the sun mostly, had a few bar fights, lost his wife Trina in her sleep five years ago,
didn’t eat as well as he should and pre-dated the idea of men using moisturiser. He
didn’t really fit in with the rest of the young, angsty Sweet Nothing crowd, which is
probably why Ness liked him so much.
As Ness started to make his routine long black – three sugars, luv, I’m long past
watching me waistline – he started in on the routine banter.
So, Nessie. Any young men been sweeping you of ya feet?
Nessie smiled and shook her head. Not yet, Mr Treb. But I’m working on it.
Mr Trebbianos laughed and pointed his finger at her in mock disappointment. It
shook a little, but they both pretended not to notice. Hard to believe, he stared. Beautiful
girl like you. You must break all them men’s hearts.
It wasn’t true. She wasn’t beautiful. In fact, it would be hard to even call her pretty.
She was pale and angular, too skinny for her frame. Her face was distant, until a smile
cracked the freckly countenance, and even then it always looked a bit like she was
wearing someone else’s grin. But there was a naïve something about her that men
wanted to understand, or ruin, or protect, so she did okay.
Flattery won’t get you anywhere here, Ness scolded, though she snuck him the
largest peach ball from the cabinet for his trouble. As the coconut and cream settled into
the creases on Mr Trebbianos’ face, she whispered. Don’t tell Maja. Or your doctor.
You’ll get us both in trouble.
And then, an androgynous couple on Table 4 wanted chai lattes and the moment for
asking Maja about curses was well and truly lost. After that, it seemed weird to bring it
up again.
But as the procession of men-she-loved-at-all-the-wrong-times got longer and longer,
she began to realise she would have to do something. At Sweet Nothing, the settings
were soft and the lighting just dim enough to imagine people were better than they were
and every second customer arrived with a notebook of bad poetry or a beat-up guitar.
She would watch them quietly, and make them coffee and before long she was paying
for the coffee – they never had any money – and trying to hide all those freckles when
they asked her out on half-hearted dates. Although they never asked for it, she gave
them her love and they always took it, without offering much in return.
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Then she would wait. For him to get transferred to Indonesia or find out he was a
father or come out of the closet or get hit by a bus or get back with his ex or get sent to
jail or lose her number or move to WA where the money’s better or join the circus or
prefer blondes or give abstinence a shot or go away and discover himself with a couple
of mates in Thailand. It was never her, it was him – that was what they all said – and
she would feel stupid for all the undeserved love she gave but couldn’t take back.
After a particularly messy break-up with a dreadlocked circus performer who had
another show up the coast to get to, she knew she had to act. She googled curses, and
what she found made her undonateable-blood run cold.
There were thousands of curses. Voodoo curses and gypsy hexes and oriental
witchcraft. There were Romani curses you could pass through stories – she read with
horror about how they used to cut off people’s tongues so they couldn’t pass them on –
and generational curses only the church could fix. There were curses in numbers and
places and objects, cursed histories that couldn’t stay buried and marred futures that
couldn’t be avoided. Curses you could text or email, curses you could buy and trade.
But there were cures, too. She bought herself a protective Turkish amulet and mailordered a second-hand good fortune charm from eBay. On the advice of a blogger, she
cleaned her house and centred her body with a carbohydrate-heavy meal and she did her
best not to welcome negative energy into her life. But an army jack, who chose their
sixth date as the time to tell her he’d been selected for specialist training and wouldn’t
be coming back, was proof enough that none of the curse-lifters had worked.
Finally, by what felt like the first stroke of good fortune in years, she was in the
health food aisle of the supermarket when she ran into a girl she used to go to school
with. Her name used to be Penny but she was calling herself Penneloppé now, and she
had long hair and a long skirt and far-away eyes.
Penny? Ness edged a bit closer. Hi, it’s –
Penneloppé looked up from the selection of grains she was studying and smiled a
far-away smile. Nessie, isn’t it?
Ness smiled back. This was awkward. How should she begin? It’s funny I should
run into you, actually. It’s – she fingered a packed of organic lentils she had no
intention of buying – I heard you were…
Penneloppé finished the sentence for her, kindly. A witch? Yup, not too many of us
round here.
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Ness wasn’t surprised. Marvale wasn’t big enough to support a thriving witchcraft
industry. I think I might need your help.
She told Penneloppé about the curse and the letters on the bathroom door. As
shoppers came and went and excused themselves to grab chick-peas and gluten-free
flour, she told her about the blood bank’s refusal to take her blood, and the curse, and
the boys and men she had loved at the wrong times, and the litany of ways they had
broken her patchwork heart, and the crazy measures she had tried to stop it. Finally,
when there was nothing left to say she asked: What do you think I should do?
Penneloppé patted her arm, softly. Curses are funny things. You can protect
yourself from them, but once they’re cast you need to find out where they came from.
And then, very politely, she excused herself and moved on to the next aisle. Ness
stared for a very long time at the selection of unsalted nuts and soy crackers and dried
fruit, unable to select the snack she had gone there to buy. She was lost inside and didn’t
know what to do.
The next day at work, Ness waited until it was quiet and grabbed the giant-fork-key and
her handbag. She walked up the alley, past the nice bathrooms, and unlocked the other
door – the door that led to the curse.
She locked herself in the stall and stared hard at the curse: You told me it was the
wrong time. Well fuck you. I hope it’s always the wrong time. She wasn’t sure who had
written it. But Ness had been through enough shitty break-ups to know what it would
have been like.
It would have started with hope, it always did. With shy hellos and awkward flutters
and smiles the curse-girl couldn’t control. Then, there would have been promises and
memories and doubts she overlooked. There would have been birthday presents and the
subtle shifting of belongings into someone else’s space. Then the daydreams and plans
– the gradual construction of a future together, if only in her mind.
And then it would have all come crumbling down. Maybe it would have ended in a
fight, or perhaps a betrayal – someone prettier or closer or smarter or just someone else.
Maybe he just didn’t feel the same way. And that poor curse-girl with her crumbly
broken-down future would have found herself sitting in a café pretending to be okay
while she fell apart. When it all got too much, she would have excused herself and
picked up the bathroom key and come here to cry out her hope and rage and sadness and
bitter disappointment, to try to exorcise the memory of his smile and the way he said her
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name and how much his mum had liked her and her getting used to seeing his shoes in
the hallway and the way he cooked lasagne, which she wouldn’t be able to eat again,
and all the other things she didn’t know what to do with anymore. She’d written her
pain on the door and with it, somehow all that fury and abandonment and
disillusionment had left its mark too. So when, all those years ago, Ness used the
bathroom after her, she caught that girl’s curse.
As she rummaged through her handbag for the sandpaper she’d packed that
morning, Ness wondered: Had passing on the curse made that girl’s life better?
It took a long time to erase the ink that seemed to have seeped deep into the wooden
door. Ness sanded and sanded, until there was a little pile of sawdust on the ground and
every last trace of those letters was gone.
Then she washed her hands, smiled at herself in the mirror and went back to work a
new woman.
When a cute drum player stood her up on the second date, she told herself it was
coincidence. When a footballer she had a crush on stopped taking her calls, she called it
bad luck. But by the time she got an irate phone call from the ‘other’ girlfriend of a
carpenter she’d been dating for two months, she had to accept that the curse hadn’t been
lifted after all.
The phone call had come on the way to work one Thursday, and after she promised
the other girlfriend she hadn’t known and certainly wouldn’t be seeing the prick again,
she hung up the phone and tried to stop her blood from draining, all over again. In her
own terrible trance, she entered Sweet Nothing.
Because she was too fragile to face the heat of the coffee machine, or the small
talk with Mr Trebbianos, or Maja’s sympathetic arms around her, she grabbed the giant
fork – where was the spoon when you really needed it? – off the hook under the counter
and retreated to the bathrooms. She had no choice but to step inside that cursed stall as
the tears streamed down her face.
It wasn’t until she’d locked the door behind her and sat down that the tears really
fell. Right at the bottom of the door, the words You told me it was the wrong time. Well
fuck you. I hope it’s always the wrong time were there, inked in permanent marker
amongst the proclamations of love and hate and jealousy. But she’d erased the words,
months ago.
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She peered at the letters. The writing was the same as the last time. The position
was identical. The words hadn’t changed – Ness knew each of them by heart. When she
reached to touch them, they were cold and real, like everything else on the door. There
was no sign of the sanded-back paint in the corner, no evidence at all that she had taken
the curse away. Everything was exactly as it had been.
Over the years she tried again and again to erase them. She painted over them,
dissolved the ink with metho and wrote additions to alter their meaning. She scrubbed
and rubbed and scratched at them. She even took a lighter to them, once. But every
time, the words would reappear, mysteriously, overnight. Eventually, she just accepted
that they belonged to her.
The curse lasted ten years, until Ness was the wrong side of thirty and whatever pretty
she’d once had was starting to fade to nice-looking. But one Thursday just before
closing, Minh walked into the café and her heart stopped. He had smooth, dark skin and
long awkward hands. He was too tall, too skinny and he smelled like smoke. He wasn’t
so much handsome as he was pretty, but there was something special about him. He was
mysterious, Ness thought, though some would have read his distance as indifference. He
ordered a hazelnut latte (her favourite, which meant they had something in common),
and chewed his BLT carefully (which meant he was a kind and gentle lover) and he
looked a little broken down by the world (which meant she could fix him).
When he asked her out, awkwardly, carefully, a week later, she said yes. The part of
her that fluttered with hope wondered if the curse had somehow lifted. The rest of her
knew it hadn’t.
There was a limit to the number of places to go in Marvale. There was the movies, of
course, but it wasn’t like you could get to know each other there. There were a couple of
rough pubs down by the river, where the barflies hovered over the sticky counters and
the drinks weren’t cheap enough to make up for the stale smell – and a few nicer, more
expensive places across town at the Marina. There were a dozen cafes – mostly slightly
sterile chains. And, of course, Sweet Nothing. A cocktail bar. A heritage-listed pub. A
very good restaurant in an old brothel, which hadn’t changed its menu in 20 years but
was popular with the locals for its elaborate desserts and even more popular with
tourists because of whispers that it was haunted by its once beautiful madam. There
were a few nightclubs but too many miners, not enough girls and a buzzing drug
112

economy – the kind of high that leaves your system quickly in case you get randomdrug-tested your next four-days-on. A depressing and usually violent combination. Most
Sunday mornings, the pavement literally ran with blood from scuffles and bashings and
altercations with bouncers.
There was an ice-creamery or two, and the aquarium (though most of its patrons
were a bit creepy, and its main attraction was a dugong which wasn’t nearly as popular
as a dolphin show would have been). There was a skating rink that always had dealers
in the carpark and needles in the bathrooms. A lot of DVD stores. A few adult stores.
And the booze cruise that left the harbour just before sunset. It had carved out a market
among

men-too-old-and-hairy-to-have-their-shirts-buttoned-that-low

and

women-

whose-too-loud-laughter-revealed-cigarette-stained-teeth, and it specialised in bringing
the two groups together over copious quantities of overpriced drinks, accompanied by
the sleazy crooning of a fat man in a sweaty Hawaiian shirt.
Ness had been taken to most of these places on dates, and with the exception of the
booze cruise, it wasn’t actually like any of them were awful. It’s just that you’d been to
them all a hundred times, so nothing ever surprised you.
Until Minh. He picked her up at six-on-the-dot, as arranged, from the café. Never meet
at home on the first date – she’d learnt that lesson from Arnie Pickering, who’d spent
months refusing to take no for an answer, and who she’d heard last week was serving
three years for almost beating some other girl’s boyfriend to death.
Minh didn’t get out to open her door, but he pecked her on the cheek and told her it
was nice to see her. And then they drove.
They drove for a long time. It might have felt longer than it was because of the
awkward tension in the car, but Ness couldn’t shake the feeling that it was a lot longer
than it should have been.
Where are we going? she asked, with what she hoped was nonchalance.
It’s a surprise, Minh smiled.
They were driving west, and the suburbs gave way to properties and canefields,
gleaming under the last of the sun. By the time the city was a speck in the rear-view,
Ness was having a hard time focussing on the small talk. Jesus. He was going to kill
her. She looked around the car, hoping to find something she could use as a weapon,
and noticed the picnic basket on the back seat. It was hard to make out, but it looked
like the silhouette of a bottle of wine, and a blanket that smelled faintly of fabric
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softener. She relaxed a little, because somehow she knew that killers didn’t use fabric
softener, especially the kind that smelled like creamy rice.
Finally, Minh parked the car and led her to across a rough, dry paddock, to a water
tank that mustn’t have been far off empty. It’d been so long since they’d had any rain.
He began climbing up the rusty ladder and challenged her to follow. When she reached
the top, he extended a hand to help her up that last tricky bit, and she accepted it, even
though she didn’t really need the help. His hand was soft and cool, and for some reason
it reminded her of spring breezes, and butter.
They sat there, admiring the view, each thinking about how lonely the land looked
this time of year, and how thick the air was this time of day – though neither of them
said so, because they thought it might sound weird. The sun was just beginning to set,
and it lit the scrub yellow and faded to grey, as the cockatoos screamed in mourning of
the death of the day. It was beautiful.
It’s hard sometimes, to be silent with people, Minh said, as he leant over to unpack
the basket.
But it’s nice, Ness replied.
Soon they were eating cheese and salami sandwiches – he was sorry, he told her, he
was an awful cook – and drinking cheap wine out of plastic cups. And with the sun
down and the breeze cool, stranded between land and sky on the still-warm concrete
tank so far out of town, it was easier to talk. Too easy, perhaps.
Ness told him things she shouldn’t, and he alluded to past heartbreak and regret,
and then he kissed her, like he meant it.
He lived in a one-bedroom, on a flood-plain, and started apologising for it before he’d
even opened the door. It smelled like cigarettes and debt and the heat had cracked the
linoleum. The was a sagging green couch in the lounge, the kind you get from a kerb
somewhere on one of the Council’s cyclone clean-up weekends, and the TV rested on
an old milk crate. The kitchen had one of those old ovens that seeped grease onto the
chipped ply board cupboard below, and the taps had been worn down by other people’s
hands.
I’m sorry, he said again. He had a very slight accent – he’d been born in Australia,
but his family had always spoken Vietnamese at home.
Don’t be, she said, and kissed him.
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It wasn’t his fault. It was a landlord’s market since the mining boom and she’d
traipsed through open houses for worse rentals, with dozens of other desperate renters
trying not to notice the peeling paint and sticking doors, or the mould stains on the
ceiling. He was studying politics, and dreamed of making third world change, so it
wasn’t like he was planning on living in this rut forever.
When she got up in the night to get a glass of water and found a cockroach on the
bench, she chose not to say anything. After all, he didn’t seem to mind that she was the
wrong side of thirty and had a crooked smile, or that her left boob was bigger than the
right. It wasn’t so much to overlook.
One night, lying on the mattress he called his bed, she plucked up the courage to tell
him.
Minh, there’s something I’ve got to tell you, she said.
He was stroking her hair and she felt his hand stop, then continue. Okay, he said.
Tell me.
She swallowed. I’m sick.
Minh didn’t know what to say. He wanted to ask what kind of sick? but he thought
maybe that would be rude. So he waited, nervous. He did love her, it was too late to
take that back, but he couldn’t help thinking that sometimes it would be hard to love
someone who was sick. Sickness made people crazy. There’d been a girl at his ex’s
school whose mother’s death made her think she was a bird, and an old woman at
Autumndale Lodge who forgot who she was and wandered the streets all night trying to
find her long-dead brother. Or what if it was an STD –would it be hard to love her with
an STD, or if she were dying, or if she had to amputate an arm or she got so sad that she
couldn’t get out of bed? And what if the treatment made her lose her hair? Was he the
kind of man that could tell her, honestly, that she was still beautiful? That he loved her
just as much bald and thin, with bruises under her eyes and on her arms.
I’m cursed, Ness whispered into the pillow. I always fall in love at the wrong times.
And, although he could see she was really upset, Minh laughed, hard and then
harder. It wasn’t so much that it was funny, it was a relief. You beautiful, silly thing, he
said, kissing her hair and wiping away the first tears that had begun to fall on the sheets.
Not this time. It’s not the wrong time this time.
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After three months together, Minh asked Ness if she’d like to meet his mother. She
lived with his grandmother four hours north, and they passed the time on the long, dry,
dusty road by playing questions. It was funny how the more they knew each other, the
more they wanted to know.
What colour best describes you? he asked.
Black, she said, knowing he would realise it wasn’t a morbid answer. There was
something deep and rich about black. Or maybe green. Beatles or the Rolling Stones?
The Stones, definitely. He sped up to overtake a caravan. Most comforting food?
Rice pudding. She stretched her feet against the dash and looked out the window.
That was an easy one. What would your super power be?
Teleportation. It was a good answer, they still had a lot of distance to cover.
Driving out of Marvale always felt lonely. The main street was lined with hotels
that, although they advertised pools and Austar movies and air-conditioning, seemed
shabby and damp and, even the ones that read NO VACANCY, somehow hollow. From
there, the road become highway lined with canefields and subdivisions called Rural
Heights or Banora Acres. Gradually, the canefields gave way to scrub, divided by
creeks – Five Mile Creek, Dead Man’s Creek, Settler’s Creek. And then nothing. Just
dust and heat and isolation. The conversation dried up.
Their arrival was a relief. Minh pulled up outside a red brick two-level and Ness
noticed a figure rise from the couch at the sound of the engine in the driveway.
Suddenly nervous, she found herself frantically trying to choose between getting her
bag out of the boot now – would that look presumptuous to arrive with luggage? – or
getting it later – wouldn’t that be weird?
Even though Minh’s mother had obviously heard them arrive, she waited a few
seconds after they knocked before opening the door. Ness stood awkwardly as the tiny
woman in blue slacks embraced her son. Then she turned to Ness, took her hand and
looked at her with Minh’s eyes. Welcome.
Inside, the house was crowded. Every dark timber surface was covered with a lace
doily, and on top of those were porcelain horses and boxes and figures. The cabinet in
the corner housed a collection of dustless crystal glasses and several ornate fans.
Please. Sit. Minh’s mother pointed at the couch, then said something to Minh in
Vietnamese. He sat her down in the middle of the austere three-seater, in between him
and his grandmother, ba ngoai.
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Ness smiled at ba ngoai and then Minh’s mother, who was passing around cups of
bitter tea and a plate of Scotch Fingers. Through Minh, they asked about the drive and
Ness’ job and her family. They seemed impressed when he told them she could cook,
and joked about how bad at it Minh was. If they didn’t send him care packages, his
mother said, Minh would probably starve.
Minh’s mother asked him something in Vietnamese. She wants me to fix a few
things, he told Ness. I’ll be back.
So Ness was alone with ba ngoai. They sat on the couch, side by side – it was
awkward to be sitting this close with Minh no longer on the other side, but it would be
rude to move further away.
Ba ngoai smiled, and patted Ness’ knee and left her wrinkled hand there, and Ness
smiled back, hoping somehow she could arrange her face to tell her she wished they
could understand each other. Time ticked on.
Ba ngoai smiled again, and Ness smiled again, wondering when Minh would be
back. Then she noticed a photo on the wall and pointed and asked if that was Minh’s
grandfather and ba ngoai smiled and nodded and said something in Vietnamese. Then
she patted Ness’ knee again, and somehow it was enough that they wanted to
understand each other even if they couldn’t.
For dinner they ate mì quảng (a fresh noodle broth which Ness, despite three
attempts, couldn’t quite pronounce), then Ba ngoai put Ness and Minh to sleep in
separate single beds. Ness only understood about a third of what was being said. But
they liked her, or wanted to like her, and that was enough.
On the way home the next day, Minh was quiet. And when they reached the long, dry
stretch of highway the government called a black spot because it claimed so many
fatigued drivers’ lives, he began, unasked, to answer the question she’d always
somehow felt she shouldn’t raise: Where’s your dad?
Maybe I am cursed too, Minh began, carefully.
You fall in love with the wrong people? Ness laughed. Minh didn’t.
I’m not full Vietnamese. My mother never speaks about it, but my grandmother
once told me that my father was an American soldier. They must have met during the
war. Minh sped up to overtake. That’s why my skin’s darker than theirs. I guess he was
–
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He didn’t know whether to say black, or African American, or something else, so
he didn’t say either. It didn’t matter. Ness figured it out.
Ness was chewing a mint and suddenly it sounded too loud. She tried to swallow.
Do you remember him?
Minh shook his head. I never met him. My family left Vietnam just before the fall of
Saigon. They weren’t wealthy but – they weren’t poor either, which made them a target.
It was chaos, I think – I mean, I saw a video of it. They took a boat to Malaysia. I don’t
think Mum even knew she was pregnant.
Ness finally swallowed the mint. So you were born there?
No, the camps were crowded. Everyone wanted to get out. My grandfather died
there, and my mother and grandmother were moved to another camp in Hong Kong. I
was born there. I think they were there almost year.
Minh concentrated almost too hard on the road. There’s a name for people like me.
In America, we are Amerasian. In Vietnam, they call us bui doi. He swallowed, before
translating, like the words were stuck somewhere inside. Children of the dust. I started
researching it when I was 15. There’s a whole generation of us. Some of them were
dumped in garbage cans, or left at orphanages. In Vietnam, they say children without
fathers are like homes without roofs. I was lucky.
They drove in silence for a while. Ness didn’t know how to break it, so she kept
quiet.
When I was in year 10, we studied the Vietamese war in history class. The others
knew my family was from Vietnam, and I remember the boy next to me leaning over and
asking: What side were you on? What side?
He looked at Ness and asked: What side are you on?
She didn’t know what to say. He sighed. How do you answer a question like that?
More silence. More trees and dust and isolation.
It’s hard for them, to see me with you, Minh said. Everything’s half and half.
They’re half-way happy I fit in, and half-way sad I’m so different from everything
they’ve ever known.
Ness nodded.
She looks sad, not angry, when I ask about him – my father, so I think she loved
him. I hope she did, otherwise – Minh bit his lip. I want to be born from love, not
advantage or desperation. Maybe it doesn’t matter, but I think it does.
They overtook a road train.
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I think about him. Like if I look like him. Or what he eats. Would he pronounce my
name right, do you think?
Ness didn’t know how to answer, so she asked a question instead. Have you been
there? Vietnam?
Minh nodded. Once, for three weeks. For me, it was a land of strangers. For my
mother, it was a land of ghosts. We cut our trip short. Came back – came home – early.
He looked over at Ness. Sorry. It’s –
He smiled. Sometimes, when I’m with you, I forget.
Minh was different. Ness said it to herself over and over, and to anyone else who would
listen.
He’s different, Maja, she would say as she heated the milk. He’s not like the others.
And even Maja, who had seen enough of a procession of assholes and cheats and
losers to be justifiably sceptical, had to agree. He wasn’t dealing drugs or struggling to
control his anger, or too close to his mother, or going through a bitter divorce. He was
nice. And clever. And he really loved Ness, she could see that.
He is different, she said, touching Nessa’s arm before taking a pot of tea to Betty
and Margie Hamilton, two sweet old regulars on table fourteen. She hoped, for her own
sanity as much as Nessa’s, that it worked out this time, though she wasn’t entirely
convinced it would. As they said back home, two happy days are seldom brothers.
As it turned out, Minh wasn’t different enough.
The blow came at the end of the summer, just as it would in a movie. Except he
didn’t have to go to war, or nurse his dying mother. It was an internship with the UN in
Washington – she understood, didn’t she? He’d applied for it over a year ago, before
they met – never thought he’d get it – and it was too big an opportunity to turn down.
He didn’t know when – if – he’d be back.
It was a good opportunity. She told him that she understood, though she didn’t, and
that she’d do the same thing, though she wouldn’t, and that she didn’t regret all the time
they had together, which wasn’t strictly true either.
Is this about your father? She asked.
He said it wasn’t but he looked away when he answered.
He was kind about it all – others hadn’t been – but that didn’t make the wrench any
easier. Later, he even said he’d come back. But that was the thing about towns like
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Marvale. There were plenty of ways out, but nobody ever seemed to find their way
back.
I think we really were good together, he told her. Great, even. It was just the wrong
time.
She knew what he meant. Or perhaps it was more.
Time’s wrong, she muttered. Time’s the curse.
Minh looked at her, tilting his head a little. What did you say?
She looked away. Nothing.
And then there was nothing else to say, so he drew her close and kissed her. Like he
meant it.

120

The Generosity of Trees
Another letter to your son, hey? The nurse smiled, a little too brightly.
Doris responded with a weak smile of her own, and covered the page with the
sleeve of her tea-stained dressing gown. She had never been much of liar, but here it
didn’t matter. Here, people asked questions they didn’t expect or want an answer to.
Sure enough, by the time she had formed a response, the nurse had already moved on.
Doris gazed furtively around the room. Marge was in the corner, her cardigan the
exact same shade of mauve as the armchair she was perched in so the effect was one of
accidental camouflage. By the piano, a group of men had begun arguing over whose
turn it was to deal the cards. Through the window, she could see Arthur making a slowmotion trip across the lawn in the fading light.
Carefully, Doris uncovered the paper and began to write, filling the page quickly
with delicate curls. When it was full, she flipped it over and wrote on the back, the
scratching of the pen mingling with the faint murmur of a soap opera and the chewing
of toffees and the shuffling of aging legs.
At exactly 6:20pm, the warning bell for dinner rang and the cards were quickly
returned to their box. The card players joined the procession of limps and slippers and
wheels and polished leather to the dining room. Doris finished the paragraph she was
working on and gathered up the sheets of paper into a tidy pile but just as she was about
to leave the room, she stooped to pick up a piece of newspaper from the floor. It was a
crossword – almost complete, except for 43 across (a steel town in Germany, beginning
with E). Carefully, she smoothed out the wrinkles and added it to her pile.
Honestly Doris, it’s a wonder your room isn’t overflowing.
Doris spun around in search of the voice. It was coming from the couches. From –
Marge. Of course. She had forgotten she was there.
Always collecting things. I don’t know where you put it all, Marge continued,
extricating herself from the mauve couch she had so nearly disappeared into.
Doris smiled another weak, watery smile and fumbled for another lie. Oh, she
giggled. I just thought – I thought someone might. You know. Be missing it.
Marge raised an eyebrow and the two of them followed the others toward the dining
room. In the corridor, Arthur, red-faced and puffing, was steamrolling towards them.
Evening ladies, he said, taking in the bundle of papers Doris was clutching too
tightly. What’s that you’ve been writing?
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Doris thought for a moment, trying to find a phrase that wasn’t a lie, but wasn’t the
truth either. I have been … remembering.
Remembering? Remembering what?
Doris shrugged and Arthur would have asked again, but the 6:30 dinner bell rang,
and after that chicken schnitzel and watery cabbage and apple tarte tartin in a puddle of
cheap, half-melted ice-cream eclipsed the conversation. Doris’s letter – or whatever it
was – was forgotten, a common occurrence in this house of fading time and wandering
minds.
There were no visitors after dinner, so the oldies settled into various stages of routine.
The card players returned to their game, the soapie watchers made themselves
comfortable in the television room and the knitters occupied the couches next to them.
A few retired to their rooms, or called their relatives, or checked and re-checked their
email, just in case the grandchildren had written something today.
Doris joined Marge and some others in the sitting room, where tradition dictated
they would drink tea and talk in loud whispers about the other residents.
Norma and Bill’s grandson’s been very ill, the Queen Bee began.
Everyone tsk-tsked their sympathy. Poor Norma, one said. Oh and they’re always
telling me what a nice boy their grandson is, chimed another.
How old is he? I haven’t seen him since he was a lad, one man, who had known the
family well at one time, said. It was a small town, and here it was even smaller.
He can’t be that young. Late 20s I’d say, someone replied.
What’s wrong with him, then? Arthur asked from over the top of his paper.
Queen Bee looked around and lowered her voice just a fraction. Well that’s the
thing, she said. It’s very rare. It’s called forgetlessness.
Restlessness? Someone in a towelling dressing gown shouted from the corner,
adjusting his hearing aid to try and catch the gossip.
Queenie, or Queen Bee as they called her, sighed. Her white hair was piled up in an
elegant bun, exposing a large pair of diamonds clipped to her ears, and an expensive
cashmere scarf strategically covered the folds of skin that dropped around her neck. Her
husband had died two years ago, and now she spent her days collecting stories to tell her
captive audience after dinner. No, Henry. FORGET-LESS-NESS. It’s when you
remember everything.
Oh, that sounds wonderful, Marge giggled.
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I’ve heard of that, Henry added. In my day, we just called it youth.
The group laughed, and Queenie waited for them to settle before she went on.
Apparently it’s awful, she purred. He can’t forget anything. He’s always moping
around thinking about children starving in Africa and the bad things he got up to as a
lad.
Oh, that is awful.
Yes, someone agreed as best-forgotten memories forced themselves, unbidden, into
everyone’s heads. What would it be like to never block anything out?
Someone changed the subject. Actually it reminds me a bit of my nephew, he’s a bit
of a –
What other things? Doris interrupted. The others stared at her. What other things
does he remember?
Well, I don’t know, Queenie sighed. Just things. Everything.
What a shame for him.
Can they cure it, I wonder?
Oh yes, can he take anything for it? I mean, they give me pills for forgetting things.
No, they give you pills to stop you forgetting, Henry. This is different.
Well, Queen Bee stole the stage again, relishing the attention. The doctors tried a
lot of things, but in the end they sent him on holiday. To China.
Oh, China? What a funny place to send someone.
Do they have good hospitals there?
Maybe the climate helps the cure.
Queen Bee shrugged. I’m not sure but he did see the Great Wall. Norma showed me
a picture. It was… it was all crumbly actually. You think they’d take better care of it.
The others were bored with the story now. I never liked the idea of going to China,
a woman with a purple rinse volunteered. She never appeared to like much of anything.
I’d love to go to Italy, though, someone else added.
Oh, Italy was wonderful. We went all over the –
Did it work? Doris interrupted again. Was he cured?
Oh. Queen Bee looked surprised. I don’t know. I don’t think so.
The conversation swirled elsewhere, past Italy and onto cruise ships and the jelly
they always served you. And then it moved on to poor Mr Umpton upstairs, who was
looking so frail, and whether the new nurse had a husband and the cabbage at dinner
and why it had to be so slimy.
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Doris had what she came for. While the others were talking, she crept away, locked
herself in her room and began to write.
Late that night, as Arthur got up to visit the bathroom, he noticed the faint pool of
lamp light spilling from under Doris’s door and wondered what on earth she was up to.
Doris had started collecting things when she was a child: stamps and bottles and
perfume samples from department stores. Her parents thought it was sweet and
encouraged their orderly daughter by building a set of shelves above her bed. She would
line up the collections in neat rows, rearranging them every other day to find a better
system, or tuck them away in albums, carefully pressed and meticulously labelled. As
she got older she began to amass other things. She dated a string of boys whose names
began with A, cultivated a set of pen-pals (one on each continent) and collected a set of
brooches in the shape of ladybirds.
So when the Marvale City Council advertised for a junior to assist the town’s
archiving team, Doris knew she had found her calling. She arrived at the interview,
immaculately presented in a brown suit with a bejewelled ladybird pinned to her lapel.
Her mousy hair was swept up away from her face and her eyes were clear and
determined. She performed well in the interview and was selected above the other two
applicants for the job.
The town archives were underneath the council chambers. There were only two
windows illuminating the long, narrow chamber, which was otherwise lit by hanging
enamel light fittings. At the front there was a counter with a bell on it for council staff to
command an archivist’s attention and at the back a few orange and green vinyl seats
arranged around a table for tea breaks. The rest of the room was filled with heavy, green
filing cabinets in neat rows.
The department was run by Miss Staunton. She was a tall, angular woman – all
nose and no smile – but she was fair and efficient and loved the archive in a way Doris
understood and respected. At first Doris was only allowed to retrieve information when
the clerks came down for it, the archival system was too precious and complex and
tenuous to risk at the hands of a young girl who was barely out of her teens. But the
others soon noticed her passion for order and eye for detail, and later that year she was
allowed to return materials to the collection. The next year she implemented a
successful dual categorisation system. She rose quickly through the ranks in the small
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office hierarchy and finally, when Miss Staunton surprised everyone by eloping with an
Indian cricket player, she took over her post.
And so she spent her days filing council minutes and town plans, development
approvals and applications. There were flood records and electoral rolls and census
details, as well as rates notices and official correspondence and waste collection
schedules. Everything was printed on official letterhead, and everything was filed in
fresh manila folders, before being labelled and categorised and finally shut away. Each
day Doris left work with blistered feet from wandering the aisles and climbing the
ladders.
Somehow, over the years, the town’s files became her own. She met Barry, who
she’d chosen because she was yet to love a man with Size 10 shoes, but kept because he
loved her enough to build a shed to house her collections. That year, the records were
wrinkled where she’d clutched them in her damp excited hands.
The records from 1958 were imprinted with the telephone numbers of florists and
churches and bridal stores – it was they year they got married, and when they were
pulled from the collection later, those records felt warm to touch. The records from
1960 smelled a little strange – like baby oil and nappy wipes – and were occasionally
misfiled when the toll of so many sleepless nights tending their little son David got to
her.
There were tough years too, of course. The 1967 records had been filed more
carefully, sometimes in battered folders she had re-used from other eras; Barry had lost
his job at the meatworks and the thrift she’d become used to at home became part of the
collection. In 1970, the archives developed empty spaces, folders with nothing inside.
Doris and Barry had been trying to have another child and the house seemed too large
for the three of them that year.
But only one year was truly a sad one. The records from 1988 were salty. It was the
year Barry died in an accident at the sugar mill; she’d been unable to control her grief
and so every day had covered the files with tears.
Nobody at the Council spoke about it, but most of the clerks noticed there was
something strange about the files. The documents themselves were neat and
professional, but opening the folders triggered emotions the staff didn’t know how to
control. It wasn’t so bad in the early years, which evoked lust, and love and love-sick
anticipation. But other years’ tax evaluations and employee remuneration accounts were
tough and lonely to look at, and everyone knew to avoid anything from 1988: the year
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that could break you suddenly at your cubicle desk with the kind of bereaved regret you
didn’t know how to explain. It was curious and creepy, and although nobody admitted
it, it was a large part of the reason the Council decided to move toward digital archiving
systems.
The residents of Autumndale Lodge were well acquainted with Death. Visitors came
and went, but here Death was a regular. For some, she was the only visitor they ever
had, and she was not always unwelcome. Everyone knew when she had been there in
the night, even before they left their own beds or spoke to the others over breakfast. A
quiet settled over everything, and there was an intangible emptiness that washed
through the hallways, like a draft you couldn’t seem to keep out. Then, the squeaky
wheels of a gurney and the whispers of nurses and maybe the sobs of someone in one of
the nearby rooms confirmed it and all there was left to do was to wonder who it had
been… and who would be next.
On one of those days, Doris woke to the familiar presence of something-not-quiteright and spent longer than usual getting dressed for breakfast. She chose a sombre grey
skirt and blouse with matching oversized quilted bag, and found a quiet corner of the
dining room to eat her toast and marmalade. Meal service times were never strict on
days like today – the cooks seemed to understand that time stretched differently around
grief.
Doris’s decision not to sit with the others didn’t isolate her from details of the
incident. Whispers carried across the room; there was no other topic of conversation.
Poor Mr Umpton who had been looking so frail had – everyone searched for the right
euphemism – let go in the night.
The marmalade stuck to the roof of Doris’s mouth, but at least eating was
something to do. Afterwards was harder.
A discontent settled over the house. It wasn’t that the residents knew him well. He
had kept to himself mostly, though, of course, a few knew him well enough to grieve. It
was just that nobody really knew what to do with themselves when someone – they
searched for the right word again – let go. It seemed wrong to play cards or watch
daytime TV or gossip in the sitting room. But without those things, the hours stretched
out to an eternity.

126

Doris sat with the others in the sitting room until the feeble passing of time became
too much. Then, taking advantage of the tea-cart’s entrance into the room, she slipped
out the side door and snuck upstairs.
Mr Neville Umpton had lived in Wing C on the second floor, where the frailest
residents were housed. The hall was smothered in a thick, maroon carpet that seemed to
absorb all sounds, giving each footstep a heavy weight under her slippers. She hadn’t
known the man, but it was easy to tell which room had been his. The door was closed
and there was no name on the plaque next to it.
Doris cast a furtive glance in each direction, then slipped inside, pulling the door
closed behind her. The room smelled faintly of disinfectant and aftershave – not unlike
the kind dear Barry had used. The sheets had been changed and the bed was made a
little too tightly. In the corner was a sad pile of boxes, where his possessions had been
carefully wrapped and left for his family to sort through.
But Doris wasn’t interested in any of that. Instead, she moved towards two garbage
bags and hovered beside them, her ears alert to any sounds in the corridor. She reached
into one and examined the objects inside: a half-empty packet of cigarettes, a disposable
razor, some scraps of paper that had piled up by his bed. It was strange to think that
yesterday these had been possessions, things vital to his existence. Now, they were just
the useless leftovers of a man’s life, rubbish that not even his family wanted to sift
though.
She settled on three objects: a pair of slippers, worn thin by the weight of years and
Mr Umpton’s 116kg frame; the last wish-list he had made for someone to collect from
the supermarket [Earl Grey teabags, talcum powder, Digestive biscuits, two packets of
dark chocolate and a bag of apples]; and a take-away menu on which he’d written his
grandchildren’s phone numbers. Still listening keenly for footsteps, she shoved these
things into her bag and let herself out, hurrying down the hall and taking the stairs as
quickly as she could until –
Doris. Everything okay? It was Arthur, carrying the TV guide.
Oh. Hello.
You’re in a hurry today. It was a statement, but he said it as if it were a question.
Doris blushed. I am. Excuse me, she mumbled, and continued on to her room,
locking the door behind her, shutting out Arthur’s puzzled stare.
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She sat on the bed for a long time, thinking about the slippers and the feet that had
worn them. The places they had walked. He’d been sick at the end, she thought to
herself. Those feet wouldn’t have been able to walk very far lately.
When the silence in the room became too much, she picked up the phone and called
David. It ran twelve times before he answered.
Is everything okay, Mum?
Oh yes. It’s fine. I was just checking with you. Checking in. She laughed
uncomfortably.
Are you sure you’re okay?
Yes love. I’m fine. How are you?
It’s just – well I’m at work. I’m in the middle of things…
He let the guilt hang between them.
And Lacey? And the little ones? How are they?
They’re fine. They’re good. David’s mind was already wandering to the next
meeting. It was hard being so far away. He wished she would move down this way so
they could keep a better eye on her. I’ll call you tonight, okay?
Doris smiled, but it felt tighter than usual. Of course love. Only if you have time. I
know you’re busy.
David sounded like he was typing something in the background. I will, I promise.
He intended to keep the promise, he always did. It was just that sometimes things got in
the way.
I love you Mum, he said, and hung up. A second later, he returned to his typing.
Doris didn’t care for computers. It wasn’t that she didn’t know how to use them – she
had learned quite a lot about them through her work. It was just, she would say to
people, it was just there was something so intangible about them, something so
unfriendly. And, of course, deep down she blamed them for taking her job away.
Marvale Council had begun computer archives in the late 1980s and considered
itself a leader in digital innovation. By the early 1990s, all new records were digital –
and in 1991, it gathered a team of technical support officers together to digitise the rest
of the collection. The new system, the Mayor told the counsellors and public proudly,
will save tonnes of paper every year and will revolutionise the search options available
to council staff and the people of Marvale.
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With the help of the archivists, the technical support officers spent fifteen months
scanning the collection into computers. It was a labour intensive and tedious, but Doris
thought the real shame was that it had none of the magic of finding a home for each
piece of information and tucking it safely away.
When the digital collection was done, the Council let the old archivists go. There
was a short ceremony on the lawns outside where they were thanked for their years of
service, and afterwards the team, who had spent so many years together in that almostwindowless room, gathered for a drink at the Heritage to share stories.
D’you remember that time Bill filed Councillor Barfield’s pay records under
livestock? Wasn’t he irate?
They all laughed.
He got all red in the face, like he was going to charge, Bill added. Kinda proved my
point if you ask me.
And that’s where it should have ended. Doris Fletcher’s employment should have
been terminated, with the rest of the department, on August 5, 1992. But as luck would
have it, it wasn’t. Someone in accounts had hit the wrong button years ago and filed
Doris under the digital archiving division. And so her paycheques kept arriving, every
Friday. At first she tried to correct the bureaucratic glitch, but HR kept transferring her
to the wrong manager every time she rang to complain. Then she tried ignoring the
cheques, but the guilt of an unearned living weighed her down. Eventually she just put
on her brown suit and her bejewelled ladybird brooch and went back to work.
Every day for a week she sat in the dark room under the Council offices. The only
noise she had for company was the drip, drip, drip of a pipe. Nobody came down.
Nobody requested files. Nobody brought in new files.
The next week she brought in a radio and set it up in the back. She wandered the
rows of filing cabinets, pulling out documents and touching them. In the old days, there
had never been time to read the collection, but now she was struck by how much of it
she had left her mark on, in one way or another.
To pass the time, she began to rearrange the files – creating a superior filing system
that made it easier to access information, and eliminated double-filed material. She was
thrilled with the discovery, and could hardly wait until someone came to request a file.
Wouldn’t they be surprised when they saw how quickly she retrieved it?
But no one came. No one came down here at all now.
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The next week, she started with A and began to read the files. The first file was a
custody hearing, then a development application. It was fascinating. She turned off the
radio so she could concentrate – not just on the words, but also the people behind them.
She wanted to know the unofficial story. She wanted to know what it was like.
In the silence of the archive, she began to fill the room with voices. She practiced,
over and over, until she felt she had the characters right – edited the archives to get the
stories straight, annotated with dialogue and explanation and the little actions that went
with everything. The voices started to take on a life of their own – they spoke things she
hadn’t intended them to say. They said words she didn’t consider decent, and adopted
accents and slang and mannerisms completely alien to her. She even suspected they
carried on after she left each night.
As she worked her way through the alphabet, she began to wonder what she would
do when she got to the end. Once she got to Z and read the last file – it would just be her
and her radio and a room full of files again. The thought haunted her.
But one day, over an egg sandwich and a cup of tea at the break table, the idea
came to her.
I know, she said, to no-one in particular. I’ll do what they asked me to.
She smiled down at her sandwich. I’ll build my own archive, she chirped, and
began to write a list of all the things she would need.
A few days after the death of Mr Umpton, life in Autumndale Lodge returned to normal.
The residents recommenced their games and gossip and conversations. They looked
forward to outings. They waited for their families to visit.
Doris returned to her usual group of breakfast companions, and the marmalade
stopped sticking to the roof of her mouth. She even found time to ask Queen Bee about
that poor young man with forgetlessness.
How is that grandson of Norma’s going?
Bee fluffed herself up in her chair, taking another sip of orange juice.
Oh, I ran into her in the drawing room last night, she said, proudly. She’s looking a
little heavy, but full of energy. She was telling me about how Bill won’t stop snoring and
it’s driving her mad…
At that point Mrs Bradley – whose memory, poor dear, wasn’t what it used to be –
arrived for breakfast, dressed up in a pretty blouse, pearls and a more than generous
daub of perfume.
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You’re looking cheerful today, Queenie said.
It’s Bingo day. I’m always cheerful on Bingo day.
The ladies looked at each other, wondering whose turn it was to tell her.
Bingo day is Tuesday, luvvie.
Mrs Bradley nodded, the smile as bright as ever. It is Tuesday.
No it isn’t, another lady ventured, it’s still Monday.
There was silence. Someone slurped their tea, a little too loudly.
Oh. Mrs Bradley’s face had sunk.
Doris’s knife scraped across her plate as she cut her bacon into tiny pieces.
Mrs Bradley picked sadly at a currant pastry. I wish it was Tuesday.
When Doris finally retired – for real, this time – there was no office party. Nobody gave
her a gold watch or made a speech. Nobody signed a card. The automated employee
remuneration system simply ceased to pay her on her 65th birthday. At 5pm, she just let
herself out the way she always had and “forgot” to return the key. Nobody ever
questioned it. Nobody even remembered she had it.
From time to time there was talk of the archive in Council meetings. The room was
mentioned on the annual maintenance report and once or twice there was even talk of
re-purposing the area. But it was too dank and windowless to turn into office space and
too creepy to house the crèche everyone wanted to build. The resources needed to sort,
clear and refurnish it were enormous, far too costly to justify to a community who could
vote you out of office at any time. And so it remained underground, untouched and
largely forgotten.
Doris waited until after midnight before opening her door. It was cold outside so she’d
left her dressing gown on under her coat. She knew it must look a bit silly – she’d
dressed in the dark so she had no idea how silly – but she supposed it didn’t matter. It
wasn’t like she planned on seeing anyone.
It was a fifteen-minute walk and the night was clear. Her legs were still good, she
was grateful for that, and she enjoyed being out alone. She’d done the trip so many
times she didn’t even need the streetlights’ guiding glow, though they were welcome
comfort. Especially tonight, when it felt –
A noise rang out and she sprang around. Nothing. Strange. It was like she was being
followed.
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She quickened her pace, but the imagined footsteps behind her quickened too. She
stopped and they stopped. Her breathing came in gasps. Thank goodness it was only
another block away.
Doris rounded the final corner and scuttled the remaining 40 meters to the building.
She slipped around the back, turned her key in the lock, opened the door and let the
comforting stale air of the archive calm her. It smelled like home.
She waited until her heart stopped beating so hard. Finally, she began to wander and
lost herself in the rows of the collection, wondering where to put the new acquisitions.
And then – no, was it? – the unmistakable sound of the door opening.
Doris felt her heart scramble and looked around for something heavy, in case she
needed to defend herself.
Doris? Arthur yelled out, then caught his breath.
The room was lined, floor to ceiling with shelves. Some were built for storage –
bookshelves and cabinets – but others had been fashioned from milk crates and pallets
and industrial lockers, piled on top of each other to the ceiling. The maze of green filing
cabinets wove its way around the room, but on top they had been built into towers with
stacks of boxes and bundles of paper, tied neatly with string. Even the roof space was
being used: a series of hanging baskets designed for pot plants swayed from the eaves.
There were abandoned children’s toys, their fur worn down with loving hands and
their limbs loose from being carried. Someone – Doris? – had done what they could to
wash and repair them, but they still looked forlorn gathered on their cardboard box
shelving. On an old bookshelf, rows and rows of senior school yearbooks were lined up,
while another was stacked high with old birthday cards. A dishwasher box was filled
entirely with cigarette boxes, and there was a whole aisle of old shoes. There were dog
collars and newspapers, broken crockery in neat rows. Hanging above were unfinished
knitting projects and menus and old pairs of spectacles. And there, in the middle of it
all, was Doris, clutching a black umbrella like a weapon.
She dropped the brolly when she saw him. Arthur?
They stood there, taking each other in. What are you – ? He didn’t reply, his eyes
glued to the collection. Finally, she gestured for him to come inside. I might as well
show you around.
When he was close enough, she hooked her arm through his and pointed at the row
of shoes. I think these are my favourite. I always think shoes carry two stories. On the
top of the sole, the person who wore them is imprinted forever.
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She pulled the pair of slippers from her oversized bag.
Are they … ? Arthur started.
Doris nodded. Yes, Mr Umpton’s. She flipped them over. And the bottom of the
shoe is a record of where they’ve been.
Each shoe was neatly attached to a swing tag, with a detailed description of who
had owned them and when and, if she’d known the answer, why. The next aisle had a
shelf labelled ‘THINGS I FOUND BETWEEN THE SEATS OF BUSES’ and after that
there was a cabinet of love letters. There were thousands of recipes, hand –written and
annotated – with biscuit crumbs and chocolate smears, testament to the recipes that had
worked. Arthur marvelled as Doris showed him the collection of police confessions and
Eisteddfod programs and doctor’s prescriptions. Everything was categorised and
arranged in order.
You did all this yourself? he asked.
Doris nodded. I guess it’s my life’s work.
Arthur reached for a jar amongst about a hundred others. Some were filled with
shells and buttons and ribbons, and others contained feathers and mangrove seeds and
butterfly wings. A few contained a quivering grey jelly. And what’s this? Arthur asked.
Doris grabbed the jar before he could open it, and returned it to the shelf. I’m not
sure, but I don’t like it, she whispered. It’s … cold. Better left with the others.
Suddenly the evening felt darker and Doris directed them to the seats up the back,
away from the jelly and its creeping coldness. Once Arthur was seated, she went back to
the archive and returned with a bottle from the scotch collection and a box of cigars.
I think they were sent as gifts for the city, she explained as she put them on the
table. I know I’m supposed to be preserving everything, but if I put the bottle and box
back, I don’t see what harm it will do. It’s the bottle, not the scotch, that tells the story.
And so, with a slightly shaking hand, Arthur poured them both a tea cup of scotch
and he lit up a cigar. Carefully, he began to ask the question he’d wanted to ask since he
saw the archive: Why had she done this?
I love the archive, she began. The original archive, I mean. The one I was supposed
to keep. But I guess I just started to think that maybe history wasn’t just the things we
put on official paper…
They stayed until they were both struggling to keep their eyes open, neither of them
wanting to be the one to break the evening off. But finally, when Arthur noticed the
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hour hand approaching four he looked at Doris and she nodded. They rinsed the tea
cups in companionable silence, returned the scotch bottle to its place amongst the others
and headed for the door.
Wait, Doris said, as they were about to close up behind them. She reached into her
bag and pulled out a wad of papers covered in handwriting and walked over to the last
set of green filing cabinets. With an effort, she hauled open the bottom drawer and
withdrew a fat manila folder, neatly labelled ‘STORIES I HAVE HEARD’. It was
crammed full of papers covered in the same curly handwriting. Gently she tucked that
poor, unforgetting boy’s story inside then carefully she returned the folder, closed the
drawer and switched off the lights.
The scotch had taken the edge off the cold, and neither Doris nor Arthur were in a hurry
to get back. They ambled through the darkened streets, her arm linked through his, in
thoughtful silence.
What do you think’ll happen to it all? Arthur finally asked.
Doris shrugged. She didn’t know how to answer. They rounded a corner and he
snuck a look at her, soft under the streetlight.
He squeezed her arm. Well it’s good. What you’re doing. His worn fingers closed
around hers. You’ve done something good, Doris.
Doris looked ahead so she didn’t have to meet his eyes. You think so?
He stopped her under a light and looked directly into her eyes. Of course you have.
You’ve recorded a town’s history. It’s incredible.
Doris’s eyes welled up a little. I feel bad sometimes. She thought about the piles
and piles of papers in the archive that were the cost of that history. So much of the
record relies – her voice cracked a little – on the generosity of trees.
Arthur laughed. Well I don’t think they’d mind. It’s a noble death, isn’t it? There’s
plenty of people who’ve died for their stories. He rubbed her arms to warm her. I’m sure
the trees would make that sacrifice. Maybe not all of them, but some of them would do
it, if you asked them.
But Doris thought about the way the earth had been ripped open to bring out all that
coal, about the mountains man had moved and the lakes he had swallowed and the
animals he had eaten… Would they do it? Would those mountains and plains and rivers
give themselves up?
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She shook her head. Why would trees die for our stories, when they have their own?
You know, in the rings of their trunks and the colour of their leaves and the way they
reach towards the sky. Those are their stories.
Doris stared at the hard pavement underneath her slippers. She couldn’t help
wondering whether it was that – the tendency to speak for things we hadn’t learned to
listen to – that made us human.
A fruit bat squawked overhead, startling them both. Doris slipped her hand back
into the crook of Arthur’s arm. We should get back.
They were both a little sad to arrive back at Autumndale Lodge. They lingered a
moment on the steps outside, before creeping carefully through the front door and down
the hallway.
Arthur walked Doris to her door and kissed her papery cheek with the nervous
tenderness of a sixteen-year-old boy. Her cheeks were lined with their own pattern of
stories, etched carefully in the folds of her delicate skin.
If you ever… you know. When you… He didn’t say the word. Nobody around here
spoke the word ‘die’ aloud, though they coughed it and breathed it and dreamed it and
smelled it and lived with it, every day. When it’s your time, Arthur coughed, then
continued, what would you want filed? He cleared his throat. I mean, is there something
you would want archived?
Doris hovered in the doorway, thinking about her few possessions and
achievements and milestones and memories. And the other things. The things you
couldn’t bottle or write or photograph or tell.
There was the ripe, heady smell of the season’s first strawberries and the damp
strength of wet paperbark. The sound of parrots celebrating as they got drunk on berries
and the first time you heard a curlew’s unsettling cry – like a woman screaming in the
night. The cold wet nose of your dog waking you up in the morning and the awkward
meeting of teeth in your first too-wet kiss. The grief of having nobody to sit next to at
lunchtime on the first day of school. Watching your body change in the mirror, turning
you into someone you didn’t recognise. Your father’s voice, softened by sleepiness and
time, reading you bedtime stories. The taste of your mother’s roast beef and Yorkshire
puddings.
She licked her lips slowly, then smiled. When I was sixteen, I rode down to the
beach. I remember it was just the edge of winter and the air was cold. There was no-one
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else there that day, it must’ve been getting late, and the sand stretched to the mangroves
and round the coast without anyone’s footprints in it. I remember – Doris looked at
Arthur, a faint blush creeping across her cheeks. You’ll think I’m silly.
Arthur shook his head. I won’t. I promise.
Doris paused, then continued. Well I remember sitting there and watching the
waves. And there was something about the smell of the ocean air that day that made me
feel like… Well it was a bit foggy and it had started to rain out to sea and everything
blurred together. The sea and sky and water and land and near and far all got mixed up
and it felt… Doris smiled. Like there was no horizon.
She pulled her jacket and dressing gown in tighter around her. If you could, I’d
want you to save that day.
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FIGHTS AND FANCIES:
A SEARCH FOR AUSTRALIAN MAGICAL REALISM
(AN EXEGESIS)

“Australian history is almost always picturesque; indeed it is
so curious and strange, that it is itself the chiefest novelty the
land has to offer and so it pushes the other novelties into
second and third place. It does not read like history, but like the
most beautiful lies; and all of a fresh new sort, no moldy old
stale ones. It is full of surprises and adventures, the
incredulities, and contradictions, and incredibilities; but they
are all true, they all happened.”
- Mark Twain1

Magical realism in a curious land
‘Australia’ is a difficult concept to elucidate. The country’s short but complex history –
and the longer, deeper cultural traditions of the many people who inhabit its
geographically diverse land – mean the term holds different connotations for the many
who call it home. However, the Australia I was born in (a small cane-farming town,

1

Twain’s quote comes from More Tramps Abroad, London, 1987. The statement was also published as
one of two epigraphs to Peter Carey’s Illywhacker.
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officially called Walkerston but more commonly known as ‘Scrubby’, outside Mackay
on the Central Queensland coast) is, as Mark Twain puts it, a “curious and strange” land
– although it is rougher, drier and less exotic than Twain’s romantic description
suggests. Despite the nation’s youth and its ardent efforts to forget its history, it has
always seemed to me like a land charged with the burden of remembering the past.
Indeed, the soil is stained red, as if forever tainted by the blood spilt on it, while the
gnarled skeletons of mangroves haunt coastal forests, their bent bodies stretch literally
into the sea. The animals, too, are curious and strange. The kookaburra’s laugh is caught
somewhere between malevolence and mischief, and nobody sleeps well the first time
they hear the curlew’s all-too-human wail, which mimics the screams of a woman like
an echo of some past lament. Other animals seem stumpy and prehistoric: seemingly
badly-put-together hybrids, suspended in times already passed. If magical realism is, at
its most fundamental, a quarrel with reality, Australia – and particularly regional
Australia – provides an excellent landscape for that quarrel to take place.
The notion of Australian magical realism is not an uncontested one. Magical realism has
well-established creative and critical roots in Latin America and the Caribbean, and sits
comfortably within the literature of India, Nigeria and South Africa. However, the
adoption of the genre by writers in English Canada, Australia and Britain has at times
prompted debate and anger. While there is yet to be an internationally recognised body
of Australian work within the genre, recent academic discussion has postulated a
number of Australian magical realist writers and this has been met with resistance from
some scholars. Critics have gone has far as suggesting the genre cannot exist outside a
marginalised, Third World context.
‘Fights and Fancies: A Search for Australian Magical Realism’ explores the legitimacy
of the genre’s transposition into the Australian experience, drawing on key Australian
authors in this contextual and exegetical discussion. It examines whether the genre – a
tool of subversion for the overshadowed and overpowered – can have the same power
and authenticity when used by the dominant culture to reflect its hopes, fears,
perspectives and experiences, and will attempt to prove that allowing the dominant
group a chance to confront and challenge the country’s colonial history is an important
part of the nation’s relationship with the past – and the future.
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Magical realism: the difficulty of the definition
The term ‘magical realism’ is imbued with connotations of ethereal mystery, a
tantalising paradox. Although well established as a literary genre, it remains difficult
and controversial to define, in part due to the diversity of texts and writers included
within the category and also as a result of overlap with early twentieth-century
modernism, postmodernism, romance and more commercial mainstream genres like
fantasy. However, the greater challenge to a clear definition is the dichotomy between
“attempts at defining magical realism through socio-geographic factors on the one hand,
and specific textual features on the other” (Aldea, 2010, p3). This exegesis will argue
that at the intersection of these two different approaches to a definition of magical
realism is the concept of the Other, which is both a structural and an ideological
component of its texts. Further, it will argue that in its commitment to presenting
marginal voices from regional Queensland (notwithstanding its alignment with the other
structural characteristics of the genre), “The Town Time Forgot” stands as a legitimate,
if perhaps unconventional, work of magical realism.
Faris (2004, pp 7-43) has explored the issue of a definition of magical realism
extensively, and suggests there are five primary structural characteristics (though she
notes other structural, stylistic and thematic commonalities of magical realist works2):
1. It contains the “irreducible element” of magic, which is accepted but not
explained. In doing so, the writer may also defamiliarise aspects of the real.
2. Descriptions are realistic and specific in detail, grounding the magical elements
in the real world.
3. The narrative straddles different worlds, and often exists in the liminal space
between real and imagined.
4. The narrative disturbs ideas of time, space and identity.

2

Faris’ common elements in magical realism include strange and pervasive landscapes, cultural hybridity,
postmodern ideas, epistemological concerns, mythical elements, confrontation of worlds and discourses,
political pointedness, defocalisation, the carnivalesque, unpredictability and lack of control over events,
detached reference to magical happenings, childlike or naïve perspectives, hallucinatory or dreamlike
qualities, narrative bridging, metafictional elements, linguistic magic (such as literal interpretations of
metaphors), intertextual bricolage, narrative distance (such as abrupt shifts into second person), mirroring
and repetition as a narrative principle. Several of these will be discussed later, within the context of my
own collection of short stories.
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5. The reader may experience “unsettling doubts” about the nature of events, often
due to multiple perspectives and the implicit clash of cultural systems within the
narrative.
Each of these criteria is present in “The Town Time Forgot” and will be discussed in the
final section of this exegesis. However, perhaps the element of magical realism most
important to this discussion is role of the ex-centric. The notion of the Other is essential
to understanding magical realism; in fact, many scholars suggest it is a defining feature
of the genre. As Theo D’Haen (1995, p194) says: “It is precisely the notion of the excentric, in the sense of speaking from the margins, from a place of ‘other’ than ‘the’ or
‘a’ centre, that seems to me an essential feature of … magic realism.” Although
recognising the difficulty of defining the genre and the diversity of narrative structures
it employs, Şandru (2008, pp20-21) echoes D’Haen’s suggestion that its unifying
element is a commitment to presenting Other voices, allowing “the suppressed, the
silenced, the censored, or the expurgated to find their way into the text[s],” which
become “double-coded discourses” driven by the tension between oppositional
ideological positions.
The notion of Other in magical realism is imbedded in its postcolonial premise of
subversion. The genre emerged as an attempt to overthrow the “legitimizing narrative
archetypes of Western culture and its dominant ideology” (Ogunsanwo 1995, p95). Its
subversion of this ideology is two-fold: It attacks both the style and perspective of the
accepted narrative. The very premise of magical realism as “a combination of realism
and the fantastic in which the former predominates” (Faris 2002, p102) questions the
dominant paradigm. The inclusion of elements of the fantastic, presented without
narrative incredulity and given the same weight and value as fact, undermines the
master narrative of reality (Zamora 1998) and the Western bias towards realism in its
replication and discussion of the world. Magical realism ‘quarrels with reality’ firstly
because it allows discourse and storytelling to dispute as equals, and secondly because
its subversive politics correct reality.
The genre’s attempts to uproot the natural order of things and unsettle notions of power,
history, gender and ownership has aligned its discussion with that of postcolonial
literature. It gives voice to those speaking from the margins – or a place of Other
140

(Hegerfeldt 2005) and focuses on issues of centrality and marginality (Benito, 2009).
Many magical realist works focus on the “hybridization of irreconcilable opposites, the
straddling of borders between cultures, and the blurring of distinctions between opposed
worldview” (Benito 2009, p107) and these tensions also speak to postcolonial
challenges to mainstream accounts of history.

Magical realism “interrogates

assumptions of cultural privilege…and cultural bias” (Hammer 2006, p64) and Kenneth
Reeds goes as far as suggesting it has become “a way to represent the complicated blend
being examined by Post-Colonialism” (Reeds 2006, p191).
Given the dual importance of subversion and the ex-centric or marginalised voice in
defining magical realism, the question of who can write from the perspective of Other is
both a legitimate and important concern when discussing Western adoption of the genre
– a trend many scholars are uncomfortable with. Sandra Chait in her (2000) article
‘Mythology, magic realism and white writing after apartheid’, suggests magic and myth
offer colonisers “a way out” or a “cultural means of saving face” after the atrocities of
history. D’Haen (1995, p195) calls Western writers’ approach to the genre “a means for
writers coming from the privileged centres of literature to dissociate themselves from
their own discourses of power.” There are also concerns that adoption of the genre by
Western authors strips it of its subversive impact (Hegerfeldt 2005, p2).
In part, this discomfort arises from the aforementioned definitional ambiguity of the
genre and many scholars’ attempts to classify works by the writers’ socio-geographical
roots. Cristina Şandru (2008, p18), in her examination of the genre’s role in the
subversive poetics of Eastern Europe, acknowledges a “mainstream” definition of the
genre as “a literary discourse rooted in non-Western cultural systems”. Chanady (1995)
rejected magical realism’s transition into First-World literature as “a territorialization of
the imaginary” (1995, p131) and Jesus Benito (2009, p4) has concerns about the
problematic “participation in postcolonial agenda” that can occur in the relocation of
magical realism to the first world. Though recognising its subversive power, Takolander
(2010, p165) is uncomfortable with “touristic objectification and falsification of a
cultural identity” (p165), while Brenda Cooper (1998) expresses concerns that the genre
has both the power to both challenge cultural hierarchies and reaffirm Western
stereotypes by exoticising the Other. Serious concerns about Western writers engaging
in the exoticist commodification of marginal culture, history and spirituality warrant
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academic attention.

However, it is also important to note that a degree of

essentialisation underpins any such discussion and to recognise the dangers of
reinforcing cultural divisions through academic discourse. As Liam Connell (1998, p95)
argues, the academy’s attempts to define the genre “through a series of extra-literary
criteria” such as the writer’s background or ethnicity serve to reinforce stereotypes
about Western and non-Western societies.
Stephen Slemon’s (1995) seminal article ‘Magical Realism as Postcolonial Discourse’
is integral to assessing the legitimacy of Western magical realist fiction. His
examination of two English Canadian texts3 in the context of their postcolonial
underpinnings broadened the locus for critical study of magical realism beyond the
Third World, a condition “long thought necessary to the currency of the term” (Slemon
1995, p407). Slemon’s defence of the work as a “special dialogue with history” and
analysis of it as a productive path to “sustained dialogic engagement with the cognitive
legacies of the colonialist language and history” (p421) lends credence to the concept
that the coloniser, and not just the colonised, can use magical realism as a way to
discuss (rather than reduce) and come to terms with history. Given the historical and
political parallels between Australia and Canada, these conclusions have important
implications for Australian writers in the genre.

The Australian story
While there is yet to be an internationally recognised body of Australian magical realist
literature (Guest 2005; Baker 1992), several authors are cited in international discussion
of the genre. Peter Carey’s Illywhacker (1991) has become one of the notable examples
of magical realism in many texts (see, for example, Hegerfeldt 2005; Zamora & Faris
1995) and serves as a critical revision of the nation’s history, while Richard Flanagan’s
exploration of Australian convict roots, Gould’s Book of Fish (2001), has attracted more
recent attention. Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet (1991) is a nostalgic tale that recreates and
reinvents the landscape of writer’s childhood. Writers, including Sam Watson (The
Kadaitcha Sung, 1990) and Glenda Guest (Siddon Rock, 2009), have used the genre to
explore (among other things) Aboriginal heritage, identity and mythology and their
place in Australian society, while others, including Hoa Pham (2000) and Merlinda
3

Jack Hodgins’ The Invention of the World and Robert Kroetsch’s What the Crow Said.
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Bobis (1999), explore the diligent hold culture can have on people and the difficulties of
being suspended between competing cultural identities. To assess the legitimacy of the
work of these writers as magical realist fiction this discussion will focus on the
aforementioned works of white authors Richard Flanagan, Peter Carey, Tim Winton and
Glenda Guest, who write from positions of historical advantage. In discussing these
works as magical realist texts, it is important to consider not just the writers themselves
but also the role of the Other in their work.
Anne Hegerfeldt (2005) presents a compelling argument for the inclusion of such
writers in discourse on magical realism. While she notes the importance of the excentric within the genre, she rejects the fallacy that “magical realism is available only to
writers who are in some sense recognisably marginalized,” (p110) suggesting it is not
the ex-centricity of the author, but rather that of the characters, which defines the genre.
Thus, many Australian writers’ depictions of characters sidelined by the dominant
hegemony or lost in history render the texts open to reading as magical realist literature.
For example, Fletcher (1992) suggests Carey’s unreliable narrator Herbert Badgery is
portrayed as uncouth and marginal in the opening sequence as he is faced with another
outsider, Leach, who feels unwelcome in a land she knows does not belong to her.
Flanagan’s William Gould is a hapless white convict in love with a black woman,
whose voice had been lost in history until it resurfaces in the form of a strange book.
Guest’s fictional town is full of lost souls such as Macha Connor, whose entrance into
the book as a woman returning on foot from war “naked as the day she was born, except
for well-worn and shining boots, a dusty slouch hat, and the .303 rifle she held across
her waist” (Guest 2009, p2), is an attempt to return to a place she no longer understands.
Among others, the almost-invisible Aboriginal character, Nell, whose presence in the
town is defined only peripherally through her work, is also unquestionably marginal.
Similarly my own collection of short stories – The Town Time Forgot – in its focus on
the marginalised characters of prostitutes, migrants, children, the elderly, loners and the
lonely, can be considered magical realism4. While it does not presume to speak for the
4

At the heart of each of the nine stories in the collection is a character on the outskirts. The collection
begins with the title story The Town Time Forgot and its protagonist Whitey – a character who is caught
in the netherworld between night and day shifts, unable to fully inhabit the world of the mine site but also
disconnected from his own life. In The River Rat, Lenny’s half-boat-half-home is merely an “eyesore” in
the eyes of a Council eager to sanitise for development and Dead-end Dreaming’s Taz works a dead-end
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ex-centric, the work does examine the characters’ positions through the narrator’s eyes
and in relation to my own perspective and standpoint as a writer.
One of the key difficulties that arose in writing the collection was the question of how
to give the ex-centric a voice in the work, without speaking for migrants, the elderly,
Aboriginal Australia and others. Guest (2005, p149) faced a similar problem in her
novel, regarding how to present the Aboriginal perspective in the town of Siddon Rock:
From the beginning of the thinking towards the novel I was wondering: if I am
writing the place of a country town in mid-last century how do I write the
Aboriginal presence? ... I decided just to write it as I understood it to be at the
time in which the novel is set, 1950—that an Aboriginal presence was seen
through the white European optic, so in fact the Aboriginal was not seen at all
except when performing certain roles in white society.
Similarly, the Aboriginal presence throughout my collection is intentionally minimal –
not because as a writer I undervalue this part of the country’s identity – but rather to
reflect the mainstream marginalisation of this aspect of the nation’s identity in regional
towns such as Marvale. However, there are several instances where issues of
postcolonial heritage, land ownership and the presentation of historical information are
challenged more directly. In Blackbird’s Song, history refuses to stay buried and a
young girl, Maria, is forced to face the brutal history of the land she calls home – a topic
few are eager to speak with her about. The story examines the many layers of
colonisation of the land and subverts the pejorative term ‘blackbirding’5. Nick was
Already Broken, examines historical amnesia and the ease with which the Australian
job with little hope of a future. Emma (in It’s Hard to Find a Lover) is Other in her job as a prostitute, as
is Doug, a profane and unfortunate looking dugong who would have been much more popular as a
dolphin. Blackbird’s Song, the most overtly political of all the stories, explores the layers of colonisation
and what it means to be “introduced” to a place. Maria’s family are isolated geographically and alienated
through their heritage and grief – unable to live with the guilt of memory, but unable to escape it. Nick
Was Already Broken explores the opposite phenomena: Forgetting, and its place in the Australian culture.
Even the peripheral characters in The Laws of Happiness, such as the hipster café-goers who choose to be
Other because they don’t like what mainstream stands for, are ex-centric. Finally, the collection is tied
together by the last story The Generosity of Trees and the unreliable narration of Doris, who is alone and
almost forgotten in an aged care facility.
5
The term ‘blackbirding’ refers to the means in which labour was recruited to clear Australian farming
land. ‘Blackbirders’ or ‘recruiters’ sailed to the Solomon Islands, New Hebrides, Tonga, Samoa, Kiribati,
Tuvalu and Hawaii in search of workers. Some islanders were kidnapped and forced to work on the land;
others were tricked onto boats or convinced to go to Australia through false promises.
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community forgets through the fictional disease “forgetlessness”. Finally, The
Generosity of Trees undermines the notion of ‘official’ histories – embracing instead
more intangible and unreliable records of events.

Another colonisation
In discussing the legitimacy of Australian magical realism, it is also important to note
that marginalising forces are not just cultural or historical. There are many layers of
history, and difference and distinction permeate all of them. Forces such as wealth and
progress alienate as many as they benefit, and being part of what is historically the
dominant culture is no protection from this. Many of the characters in the collection,
though historically advantaged, are broken and lonely – essentially they are people
caught in limbo, lost somewhere in the disjuncture between past and future. They are
victims of a further colonisation: by industry and progress.
Warnes (2005, p. 7) cautions against the tendency for magical realist scholars to
separate “form and narrative structure from context, history and ideology” and in this
sense the landscape (both physical and socio-cultural) is fundamental to discussion of
this collection as a magical realist text. The landscape is not merely a way to set the
tone, and an atmospheric background for the peculiarities in my stories, or a means of
uniting the characters against a shared setting. It is also an important part of the culture
of the town, and thus permeates many of the magical elements in the collection. The
importance of the landscape is also reflected strongly in other Australian magical realist
works.
Guest (2005, p182) writes extensively in the exegetical component of her PhD thesis
about the role landscape and sense of place played in the development of Siddon Rock.
She says: “When I was thinking about magical realism and the Australian landscape, I
remembered the disjunctions encountered by early explorers and settlers; the Europeturned-upside-down embedded in the landscape. Not only was the country itself tucked
under the globe of the world, where Europe is at the top, but the seasons were reversed
and the flora and fauna were strange and threatening.” The landscape is pervasive in her
novel, almost a character in its own right, and the strangeness and hostility of the land
provide atmospheric tension for the events of the novel. In Gould’s Book of Fish, the
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landscape continually reasserts its position in the story. Even in his “fish cell” (p49), the
unfortunate convict Gould is not safe from the environment’s tyranny – the tide makes
its way twice daily into the damp space he shares with crabs and mussels and
periwinkles, and the spines of fish and ink of squid are mixed with the blood and ink
and paint he uses to tell his story. In Cloudstreet the landscape is both natural and manmade; the weather-beaten houses and railways of urban and suburban Perth are as
central to the atmosphere of the book as the natural and recurring image of the river,
which acts as “a switching point between the physical and the spiritual” (Dixon, 2005,
p247). In Illywhacker, the landscape is one of the few elements of the story whose
truthfulness is not called into question and its impact on the characters is so great it
often helps define and describe them: “[Phoebe’s] mother was a creature building a
fragile nest on a beach that will shortly be deluged by a tide. She made happy optimistic
cries but a practised observer would see she did not quite believe them” (p19). The
landscape here, again, is often threatening and serves to foreshadow unsettling events:
“It was not the ghost that made me fearful. I was already fearful before it came… The
eucalyptus I had planted now thrust out tender pink shoots that glowed in the spring
sunshine like blood-filled skin. My wife’s belly bushed against her dress. Her breasts
swelled. Everywhere life seemed tender and exposed and I did not need a whistling
ghost to make me consider the risks of both life and death” (p190).
However, none of these landscapes are contemporary. Dixon (2005, p255) suggests a
common feature of the “Great Australian Novel” is the tendency toward historical saga.
He cites Patrick White’s The Tree of Man (1955), Peter Carey's Illywhacker (1985) and
Oscar and Lucinda (1988). He also suggests that Cloudstreet is essentially nostalgiadriven, using an interview between Winton and Andrew Taylor in 1996 to support this:
The places I grew up with...had simply become mythic because the bulldozers
had got to them and those shiny reflective shit boxes had been put up in their
place...I was re-imagining it...the city of your parents, the city of your
grandparents...
It set me off...thinking about the destruction of community, the destruction of
neighbourhoods...the loss of the corner shop, all the kinds of things that people
get nostalgic about for good reason...Plus I was documenting all the verbal
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history and the nonsense and the tall stories I’d grown up with...listening to all
these people talking in accents and inflections that had become pressed out of
reality, out of existence by the Americanisation of our culture.
Dixon’s observation that “Great Australian Novels” trend towards the historical is
certainly true of the other novels I have discussed. Guest’s novel is set in the 1950s,
“not only a sociological pivot of change, but also a pivot of time, being the halfway
point of the century” (Guest, 2005, p14), and was heavily influenced by her upbringing
in Western Australia’s Bruce Rock. Illywhacker is described on its jacket as: “a vision
of twentieth century Australia, encompassing national identities and conceits, and what
it is like to feel the country’s history entwined with one’s own.”
It is through this contemporary landscape, perhaps, that my collection seeks to do
something new to Australian magical realism. I note that magical realism is inherently
historical and political (Jameson in Aldea, 2009), but while other writers have used the
genre to explore Australia’s past and challenge notions of history, my collection of
stories is set firmly within the physical, social and emotional territory of contemporary
regional Queensland, against the larger sprawl of the Australian history and landscape.
My work seeks to explore the lives of those in this more contemporary “pivot of time”,
as regional Queensland struggles to come to terms with the great changes wrought by
the mining boom. In essence, my collection The Town Time Forgot is exploring another
colonisation: the colonisation of a land, community and culture by the mining industry.
This approach is not without precedent. Though many magical realist works are an
argument with history, Connell (1998, p. 98) suggests this is not a necessary condition.
He asserts that the genre’s aim is, instead, to challenge great change. To further this
argument, he cites Fredric Jameson’s definition of magical realism as preoccupied with
the unsettling processes of modernisation. Thus Connell suggests One Hundred Years of
Solitude is “less concerned with history per se than with a specific history detailing the
process of modernization in Macondo.”
Similarly, although this collection is not unconcerned with Australian history and
colonisation, the primary focus is on the re-colonisation of Marvale by the mining
industry, which touches each character in the collection in different ways. The geo147

cultural foundations for this phenomenon are experiences I encountered as a newspaper
journalist in Mackay and the surrounding district between 2005-2008.
At the turn of the century, Mackay, once a sleepy coastal sugar town, suddenly found
itself riding the mining boom. The 100 million tonnes of “black gold” hauled out the
Bowen Basin each year was a welcome addition to the region’s economy but the
industry irrevocably changed the area’s culture and landscape. While the economic
impact on the region is overwhelmingly positive, many are economically or socially
disadvantaged by the boom, generating a paradox of wealth and wanting. Now a
satellite town for the mines, much of Mackay’s population is itinerant – staying in
mining camps “out West” for ten or fourteen days, then returning for days off. A host of
strange, new industries vie to find a place in the cultural landscape of the city: marriage
counsellors specialising in distance relationships, prostitutes capitalising on the sudden
influx of wealthy young miners whose lifestyle makes it difficult to sustain
relationships, sleep specialists to cope with the stresses of erratic shifts. There are also
many dragged under by the same boom that has made others so wealthy: street kids
‘chrome’6 in condemned buildings, farmers can’t get anyone to work for below-mining
wages, and families live in cars because they cannot afford the inflated rental prices. I
saw all these things and more as a journalist in Mackay and have incorporated them into
Marvale’s stories, which echo the socio-economic realities of many regional
Queensland towns and cities.
In much the same way that Márquez fictionalised elements of Colombia to create
Macondo as a background for One Hundred Years of Solitude and several of his short
stories, Mackay and the surrounding district serve as inspiration for Marvale. If magical
realism is the literature of disjuncture, the town’s socio-cultural background is full of
contradiction and conflict, a landscape ripe with literary possibility.

Some stories

address the re-colonisation of the sugar town by mining directly: Whitey is lured by the
wealth of a mining lifestyle but finds himself paying a difficult price for it, while Emma
inherits the loneliness of the mining men like him. Other characters are simply left
behind by the boom. In the midst of so much optimism and opportunity, Taz has
comparatively little future, the River Rat’s home is sacrificed to enable the river’s

6

A colloquial term for inhaling chrome spray paints.

148

sanitation and development, and the elderly are all but forgotten in the town’s pursuit of
progress.

Creating Marvale’s magic
Having addressed the geo-cultural, ideological and postcolonial underpinnings of the
collection, I also note that from a structural perspective, Faris’ five elements of magical
realism are all present within the collection.
1. It contains the “irreducible element” of magic, which is accepted but not
explained. In doing so, the writer may also defamiliarise aspects of the real.
In each story, there is an element of magic – ranging from the disappearance of time to
the physical manifestation of loneliness, the archive of intangible history and the
absurdity of a talking dugong. However, the stories seek to celebrate the magic in the
everyday lives of the characters and in doing so the work defamiliarises elements of
reality. The town’s name, which was chosen with several considerations in mind, helps
to establish the possibility of magic in the narrative. “Vale” is common throughout
regional Australia in the names of towns such as Miriam Vale, Hopevale and Willow
Vale. I wanted the town to sit well on the regional Queensland tongue and Marvale had
the potential advantage of two long, nasal vowels, characteristic of the broad
Queensland accent. However, although the name is phonetically humble, I deliberately
flirted with connotations of ‘marvel’ and ‘marvelous’ as a way to foreshadow the
accepted presence of the strange, uncanny and magical within the community.
2. Descriptions are realistic and specific in detail, grounding the magical elements
in the real world.
One of the biggest challenges in writing this collection was creating a multidimensional, believable landscape that remained faithful to the regional Queensland
ethos, landscape and lexicon, without alienating readers outside of or unfamiliar with
the area. The landscape of the region is central to the stories and is present, peripherally
and often overtly, in all of the stories; the stories are characterised by the landscapes and
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icons of regional Queensland life. The rhythms of the tides and the river’s constant
pace, the incessant summer heat, cane fires and the summer storms that sometimes wash
them away and the open loneliness of the inland scrub are all elements that help set the
tone, pace and context for the stories, reflecting the reality that many people’s lives are
dictated by the heat, the rain or the dust. However, the landscape I refer to is not merely
natural – many of the landscapes that define the town are suburban, rural and industrial,
and magical elements also emanate from these sites. There is magic, too, in cane fields
and supermarkets, in carparks and housing estates and mines. Concrete description of
both the natural and man-made landscapes lingers on the minutiae of rural and suburban
life and serves also to ground the magical elements in a realistic and tangible setting.
Moreover, the shared landscape is a unifying element linking the townspeople’s stories
and fortunes, and an important structural and thematic element.
A second challenge was to integrate elements of mystery and magic without
overstepping the boundaries of the no-nonsense practicality of the Australian sensibility.
While many magical realist works employ elements of the carnivalesque7 through
extravagance of language and setting and the use of details that are not allegorically
significant, these techniques would be difficult to reconcile with the Australian psyche.
Australians, in my experience as a journalist, have a dry, depreciating way of telling –
even downplaying – their own stories, and the ability to shrug off even the most
incredible happenings as forgettable, ordinary and commonplace. As a result, the
exaggeration and spectacle that is characteristic of so many international magical
realists’ works would be incompatible with my setting. Instead, the tales celebrate the
mundane details of life and the slights and imperfections that make people’s lives both
heartbreaking and beautiful.
In its matter-of-fact presentation of the magical as ordinary, the work also answers the
third criteria:
3. The narrative straddles different worlds, and often exists in the liminal space
between real and imagined.
7

The carnivalesque and several of the other techniques mentioned in this section (such as manipulation of
time, structural mirrors, second-person narration) are among the aforementioned structural techniques
common to magical realist works (Faris, 2005).
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Inherent in the paradox of magical realism is the tendency for the genre to “sit on the
fence” (though, at times, it shifts its balance from one side to the other). It is a means of
storytelling that flirts with both sides but ultimately refuses to choose: part allegory, part
realism, the genre is anchored tenuously between the ordinary and the fantastic, with
alliances to and arguments with both notions.
The Town Time Forgot is my ‘quarrel with reality’: a place where a condition like
forgetlessness deserves medical attention, and loneliness has the same physical presence
as a bed or a tear. The stories are not a total rejection of reality – in fact, I defamiliarise
and romanticise the ordinary characters, their realistic settings and the commonplace
complexity of their lives. However, the liminal space of Marvale provides an
environment where the characters’ (and indeed my own) outlandish claims and
unquantifiable concerns are taken seriously. In Marvale, the dugong has a voice worth
hearing, history cannot be relegated to the past and a love of the sea is a calling so
physical it is impossible to ignore.
In order to best exploit the ambiguities of the genre, I have also chosen to incorporate
stylistic distortion to emphasise the contrasts and contradictions the genre raises, and to
further blur boundary demarcations. I have chosen not to use conventional quotation
marks, instead italicising dialogue to minimise the distinction between it and narration.
Internal and external narratives mingle, at times overlapping and interrupting each
other. Descriptions and nomenclature8 have been used to create a world where the
boundaries of ownership and purpose are indistinct. Even the stories themselves are not
completely self-contained. The overlap in imagery and events, and the way personalities
bleed from one story into the periphery of others, indicate the characters’ fates which,
while not completely entwined, are nonetheless entangled.
To unify the stories with a single theme would have been difficult and, I suspect,
dangerous. While drawing on traditions of myth and storytelling, I was careful not to
create something that read as a series of morality tales that were trite in their attempts to
resolve issues. While the body of work is certainly a comment on the impact of the
8

For example alternate references to the “boat-house”, “house-boat” and “boat-in-a-house” in The River
Rat suggest the structure itself doesn’t know what it is.
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mining boom in places like Mackay, it is by no means proposing an answer to the many
issues that the land’s re-colonisation by industry has created. In the absence of a single
theme, the narrator plays a key role in tying the stories together as a collection.
4. The narrative disturbs ideas of time, space and identity.
Magical realist writers often challenge and manipulate time, and in Marvale this
strategy was also an important device to portray the cultural landscape. While narrative
pace varies throughout the collection, I have endeavored to capture a ‘slowness’ in my
writing. Time doesn’t treat all places equally; the pace of a country town is very
different to the bustle of a metropolitan area. Thus, an important recurring motif is the
sense that people are caught in time, waiting – for the supplies to come in each week, or
to finish school and move on to something better, or until it rains, or stops raining.
Time’s sluggishness is exacerbated through structural techniques such as the length of
sentences and paragraphs.
The subversion of time is also characteristic of magical realist work, and an element of
great interest to me. Marquez, for example, challenged the progression of time as a
Western imposition (Cohn 1999). Time is a human construct, and one that can therefore
be redefined. On occasions in the collection (such as in Blackbird’s Song), the past
makes unexpected and unwelcome appearances. However, the most overt application of
this concept is in the title story The Town Time Forgot, which explores the way shift
work and mining culture re-creates time lines completely, and the social and emotional
implications of this phenomenon.
5. The reader may experience “unsettling doubts” about the nature of events, often
due to multiple perspectives and the implicit clash of cultural systems within the
narrative.
In this collection, I have left the reader with unsettling questions – not just because the
imagined is presented as real, but also because the stories deviate from established
narrative traditions and leave important questions unanswered. Many characters’ fates
remain hanging even after the conclusion, while others resolve in less-than-satisfying
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ways. I leave the reader to negotiate their own ‘quarrel with reality’ as they experience
each story.
Again, the narration is important in creating this reaction. Almost conspiratorial in tone,
it adds comment, questions the order and nature of events, and at times engages in direct
(second-person9) conversation with the reader. This style draws on traditions of oral
literature and also derives inspiration from the way ‘yarns’ are told every day in small
towns – at the corner store, in a pub or across a suburban back fence. Rare
embellishments and flourishes of language are undercut by simple, direct description of
events, often heavy with nostalgia and intimate in detail10. In addition, repetition is used
as a narrative principle while “mirrors” are used structurally and symbolically.11
I intend the archivist Doris to be the main narrator of the collection. Doris is, herself,
marginal. She does not quite fit in with the other residents – but there is also no real
place for her in her son’s busy life. All but forgotten in an aged care facility, her mission
in life is to create an archive few others will ever see. Her situation speaks to the idea of
colonisation of stories, and of history – of who decides what is recorded and what is
forgotten. In many ways she seems an unreliable narrator – her dressing gown teastained and her mind wandering. However, in a more important sense, Doris legitimises
the rest of the collection. Her final conversation (p130-131) with Henry as they return to
Autumndale Lodge speaks to the value of memory and the things that are worth saving:
Doris hovered in the doorway, thinking about all her possessions and
achievements and milestones and memories. And then there were the things you
couldn’t bottle or write or photograph or tell. The ripe, heady smell of the
season’s first strawberries and the damp strength of wet paperbark. The sound of
parrots celebrating as they got drunk on berries and the first time you heard a

9

Another of the aforementioned structural techniques common to magical realist works (Faris, 2005).
For example, “the baby she lost on that awful winter afternoon with Springsteen playing on the radio”
(in The River Rat).
11
For example, in It’s Hard to find a Lover, the description of what Emma is and isn’t (“a whore, or a
busty-blonde-dreaming of you, or some DD-cup hottie, 18yo beauty, an exotic, kinky little doll, or
chesty-gymnast-will-twist-you-into-positions-you-never-dreamed-possible”) is echoed at the end of the
story. This example also demonstrates the way language is used as a tool of subversion – in this case as a
parody of the language and tone of personal advertisements in the classified section of newspapers.
10
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curlew’s unsettling cry – so easily confused with the sound of a woman
screaming in the night…
Although it did not become apparent to me until after I completed this story, Doris
represents the reasons I wrote this work. So many elements of the collection are stories I
had collected during my time as a reporter. Some of them bled out easily, while others
had to be dragged out of me, but they all began with something that had happened. As I
wrote Doris’s story, I realised I had no means of expressing these happenings within the
style, structure and regulations of journalism, but a part of me needed to tell them – and
thought they were worth telling. As a collection, The Town Time Forgot aims to
legitimise the stories and histories that do not make it into the official archives – the
things that are too intangible, peculiar, unreliable and strange to record with our Council
minutes and flood records and electoral rolls. This collection is a tribute to the kind of
stories that, while not objectively factual, are somehow true anyway.

Conclusions
It would be difficult to classify this collection as wholly magical realist. As Warnes
(2005, p8) asserts, “…each work of magical realism uses the mode for its own ends”
and while many of the magical elements in this collection are political and subversive in
intent, other decisions have been made for aesthetic and dramatic reasons. Some of the
stories fit neatly within the structural confines of magical realism, but throughout the
collection there are elements better classified as fabulist, uncanny or fantastic.
Moreover, there are times the work seeks to subvert the genre itself: most notably in the
characters’ refusal to accept their magical fates uncritically.
Benito (2009, p108) writes that characters’ “untroubled acceptance” of supernatural
phenomena is a trademark of magical realism and this has potential to call into question
the classification of The Town Time Forgot as magical realist literature. While the
narration treats the magical elements with matter-of-fact acceptance, the characters’
reactions to the supernatural are far from untroubled – in fact, magic is a source of
terror, embarrassment and confusion for the people of Marvale. In their own ways, they
fight against their strange fates, box them up and try to ignore them, even seek counsel
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from medical practitioners and friends. Perhaps herein lies a Western bias towards
rationality that so often distinguishes non-Western writers’ approach to the genre and
has complicated the relationships Australian, English-Canadian and other Western
writers have with the genre. However, within a regional Australian context it is
precisely the characters’ initial distrust and disbelief that makes the magic believable.
They have to fight it – to test and deceive it, assess its boundaries – to know it is real.
It is my contention that The Town Time Forgot remains magical realist, despite this
deviation from the established structure. Perhaps it is also my intention to ‘quarrel with’
the magical realist genre as the master narrative it has become for some critics. I wish to
maintain its ambivalence, ambiguities and subversive heart. The definition of magical
realism is fluid, controversial and murky and this, in itself, is reason enough to allow
leeway for diversity of approach. Moreover, the genre’s foundations on subversion and
hybridity and its history as a challenge to traditional narrative structures and “a desire
for narrative freedom” (Şandru, 2008, p19), further legitimises an approach that does
not quite follow the rules. My own subversions and deviations certainly stretch the
boundaries of the genre but they do not break them.
My collection satisfies the primary criteria of magical realist writing. Perhaps most
importantly, it is an exploration of the marginal or the ex-centric – the Other. As
magical realism suggests, to fully interrogate history, we must look beyond the
dominant standpoint. However, we must also look beyond the marginal standpoint –
and indeed shallow divisions of perspective into “central” or “other”. Magical realism’s
goal of challenging the dominant culture, ideology, narrative and history is better
furthered through diversity and difference of perspective rather than exclusionary
partitions of “legitimate” and “illegitimate” claim on the genre – an approach which
undermines the very principles magical realism is founded on. As Hegerfeldt (2005,
p117) argues: “Postcolonial critics themselves have pointed out that, quite apart from
the difficulty of deciding who counts as Other, such a policy of exclusion serves only to
perpetuate the notion of absolute Otherness that postcolonial theory and practice are
trying to overcome.” Thus I propose that my work stands as a perspective, by no means
the dominant or authoritative, but certainly a valid, one. It represents a legitimate voice
in the discourse on Australian culture, identity, landscape, and history.
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